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1 In Australia, the term “policy debate” does not refer to high school and collegiate 
debating competitions (as it does in the USA), but rather serious political debate over 
public policy. 
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Abstract 
Broad-scale land-clearing (BSLC) in Queensland is a natural resource 
management and public policy issue that, at least since Australia’s ratification of the 
United Nations Convention on Biological Diversity in 1993, and certainly since 
Australia’s involvement in international negotiations leading to the adoption of the 
Kyoto Protocol in 1997, has featured on the political agendas of a succession of 
Queensland state governments and Australian federal governments.  Amendments to 
the Land Act 1994 (Qld) for leasehold land and the introduction of the Vegetation 
Management Act 1999 (Qld) for freehold land were initial legislative responses to 
political pressure applied upon Queensland governments to deal with the BSLC 
problem.  This dissertation focused on a crucial period in the development and 
implementation of BSLC policy and legislation in Queensland:  1998-2006. 
In particular, this case study identified and examined arguments made by 
stakeholders in the public policy debate surrounding BSLC, including elected 
officials and judges, interest groups, government agencies, scientists, business 
owners, and individuals, such as academics.  Based on the premise that the public 
policy debate would be to a large extent well represented in mass media news 
reports, the main source of data sought for this study was media content, specifically 
from:  a statewide metropolitan daily newspaper, The Courier-Mail (CM); and a 
weekly rural industry newspaper, Queensland Country Life (QCL).  Reports and 
opinion pieces published in these newspapers during the period 1998-2006 were 
analysed according to a system derived principally from Howland et al. (2006), 
which is methodologically both quantitative and qualitative, and largely descriptive.  
The focus was on the sources and content of public policy arguments in the BSLC 
debate, where arguments were identified as being supported by evidence, and 
relevant to Queensland.  Ultimately, this dissertation addressed the question:  
Between 1998 and 2006, what changes were made in BSLC policy in Queensland, 
and who made what kinds of arguments about that policy in Queensland newspaper 
reports? 
The analysis contained within this dissertation refined and reduced the 
information presented in the journalistic coverage into a detailed, chronologically 
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ordered collection of facts and evidence-based opinions.  This body of information 
was checked against various other, text-based primary sources of historical 
information in the public domain, and a historical narrative account of policy and 
political context produced by the author.  This contextual information, in turn, 
assisted discussion of the results of the content analysis. 
In the outcome, the study identified certain key characteristics of the debate 
over BSLC in Queensland as conducted through mass media.  It was found that 
certain parties to the debate were unwilling to move on from an entrenched position 
after important milestones in the policy process had been reached, such as the 
enactment of legislation.  In particular, throughout the entire period under review, 
arguments made on environmental grounds in favour of the policy goal of maximum 
immediate conservation tended to be concerned with establishing an accurate 
definition of the BSLC problem.  In policy studies, such arguments are associated 
with early stages of the policy process. 
The unsystematic approach of journalism towards reporting of policy was also 
noted; news reports may constitute a journal of record, but will not provide an 
analytical digest.  In lieu of a more systematic approach, the results of the content 
analysis presented here would suggest that political journalism could be improved 
with the inclusion of more evidence to support policy arguments made by sources in 
news reports. 
The coding system developed by Howland, et al. (2006) was found to be a 
rigorous, if labour-intensive means of mapping the “rhetorical landscape” around a 
public policy issue.  For scholars of political communication, environmental 
communication, journalism, policy, politics, and public opinion, the findings of this 
analysis should extend understandings of the use of policy arguments in the 
mainstream news. 
 
 
  
 iv Evidence-Based Arguments in News Media Content:  An environmental policy case study  
Table of Contents 
Keywords .................................................................................................................................. i 
Abstract .................................................................................................................................... ii 
Table of Contents .................................................................................................................... iv 
List of Figures ......................................................................................................................... vi 
List of Abbreviations ............................................................................................................... ix 
Statement of Original Authorship .......................................................................................... xii 
Acknowledgements ............................................................................................................... xiii 
Dedication ............................................................................................................................. xiv 
Chapter 1:  Introduction ...................................................................................... 1 
1.1  Background .................................................................................................................... 1 
1.2  Some Basic Definitions and Assumptions ..................................................................... 2 
1.3  Introductory Geographical and Historical Context ........................................................ 4 
1.4  Purposes ......................................................................................................................... 9 
1.5  Significance and Scope ................................................................................................ 10 
1.6  Newspapers Analysed .................................................................................................. 11 
1.7  Outline of Thesis and Methodology ............................................................................. 12 
1.7.1  Thesis Outline .................................................................................................... 12 
1.7.2  Methodology Outline ......................................................................................... 13 
Chapter 2:  Historical Context (Policy and Politics) ........................................ 15 
2.1  Introduction .................................................................................................................. 15 
2.2  Relevant National Developments:  Biodiversity Conservation and Natural Resource 
Management Programs................................................................................................. 16 
2.3  Relevant National Developments:  Greenhouse Gas Emissions Reduction ................. 20 
2.4  Queensland Legislative, Policy, and Political Developments (1990-2000) ................. 22 
2.5  Queensland Legislative, Policy, and Political Developments (2000-2006) ................. 32 
2.6  Conclusion ................................................................................................................... 51 
Chapter 3:  Literature Review ........................................................................... 53 
3.1  Introduction .................................................................................................................. 53 
3.2  Mass Communication and Political Communication Research ................................... 54 
3.3  News Media in Democracies ....................................................................................... 55 
3.4  Social Constructionism and Environmental Communication Studies ......................... 58 
3.5  Agenda-setting and Issue Framing in Mass Communication and Political 
Communication Research ............................................................................................ 60 
3.6  Agenda-setting and Issue Framing in Political Science Research ............................... 63 
3.7  Some Policy Theories and Studies ............................................................................... 67 
 Evidence-Based Arguments in News Media Content:  An environmental policy case study v
3.8  A “Policy Orientation” in Media and Communication Studies? .................................. 70 
3.9  Studies of Policy Issues Analysing News and Other Content ...................................... 72 
3.10  Discussion of Reporting of Arguments in Journalism Studies ..................................... 77 
3.11  Content Analysis Methodology Literature ................................................................... 80 
3.12  Conceptual Framework ................................................................................................. 83 
3.13  Research Problem, Research Questions, and Conclusion ............................................. 83 
Chapter 4:  Research Design .............................................................................. 87 
4.1  Introduction .................................................................................................................. 87 
4.2  Methodology and Research Design .............................................................................. 87 
4.2.1  Methodology ...................................................................................................... 87 
4.2.2  Research Design:  Content Analysis System Employed .................................... 88 
4.3  Procedure ...................................................................................................................... 90 
4.4  Analysis ........................................................................................................................ 93 
4.5  Ethics and Limitations .................................................................................................. 97 
4.6  Conclusion .................................................................................................................... 97 
Chapter 5:  Results .............................................................................................. 99 
5.1  Introduction:  Research Questions Addressed .............................................................. 99 
5.2  RQ 1 Rhetorical Direction ............................................................................................ 99 
5.2.1  QCL Results ....................................................................................................... 99 
5.2.2  CM Results ....................................................................................................... 100 
5.3  RQ 2 Rhetorical Substance ......................................................................................... 100 
5.3.1  QCL Results ..................................................................................................... 100 
5.3.2  CM Results ....................................................................................................... 102 
5.4  RQ 3 Policy Issue Criteria (PIC) ................................................................................ 104 
5.4.1  QCL Results ..................................................................................................... 104 
5.4.2  CM Results ....................................................................................................... 105 
5.5  RQ 4 Sources .............................................................................................................. 107 
5.5.1  QCL Results ..................................................................................................... 107 
5.5.2  CM Results ....................................................................................................... 110 
5.6  Conclusion .................................................................................................................. 112 
Chapter 6:  Discussion and Conclusions ......................................................... 115 
6.1  Introduction ................................................................................................................ 115 
6.2  Objectives of the Study ............................................................................................... 115 
6.3  Discussion of Results of the Content Analysis ........................................................... 116 
6.3.1  Rhetorical Direction ......................................................................................... 116 
6.3.2  Rhetorical Substance ........................................................................................ 117 
6.3.3  Policy Issue Criteria ......................................................................................... 118 
6.3.4  Sources ............................................................................................................. 121 
6.4  Conclusions from Discussion of Results of the Content Analysis ............................. 123 
List of References ................................................................................................... 127 
Appendices .............................................................................................................. 189 
 vi Evidence-Based Arguments in News Media Content:  An environmental policy case study  
List of Figures 
Figure 1.1. Trend in woody vegetation clearing rate by replacement land cover, 
Queensland, 1988-2014. ................................................................................ 9 
Figure 5.1. Coding for rhetorical direction and rhetorical substance (totals), 
QCL, 1998-2006. ........................................................................................ 101 
Figure 5.2. Coding for rhetorical direction and rhetorical substance (by year), 
QCL, 1998-2006. ........................................................................................ 101 
Figure 5.3. Coding for rhetorical direction and rhetorical substance (totals), 
CM, 1998-2006. ......................................................................................... 103 
Figure 5.4. Coding for rhetorical direction and rhetorical substance (by year), 
CM, 1998-2006. ......................................................................................... 103 
Figure 5.5. Coding for rhetorical direction, rhetorical substance, and policy 
issue criteria categories (PIC1-PIC5), QCL, 1998-2006. ........................... 105 
Figure 5.6. Coding for rhetorical direction, rhetorical substance, and policy 
issue criteria categories (PIC1-PIC5), CM, 1998-2006. ............................ 107 
Figure 5.7. Coding for rhetorical direction, rhetorical substance, and source 
type, QCL, 1998-2006. ............................................................................... 109 
Figure 5.8. Coding for rhetorical direction, policy issue criteria, and source 
type, QCL, 1998-2006. ............................................................................... 109 
Figure 5.9. Coding for rhetorical direction, rhetorical substance, and source 
type, CM, 1998-2006. ................................................................................ 111 
Figure 5.10. Coding for rhetorical direction, policy issue criteria, and source 
type, CM, 1998-2006. ................................................................................ 111 
Figure A1. List of coded articles, QCL, 1998-20060 
Figure B1. List of coded articles, CM, 1998-2006 ................................................... 192 
Figure C1. Example of coded article ....................................................................... 195 
Figure D1. Coding for economic arguments against maximum immediate 
conservation (AE), QCL, 1998-2006 ......................................................... 197 
Figure D2. Coding for environmental arguments against maximum immediate 
conservation (AN), QCL, 1998-2006 ......................................................... 198 
Figure D3. Coding for political arguments against maximum immediate 
conservation (AP), QCL, 1998-2006 ......................................................... 199 
Figure D4. Coding for social arguments against maximum immediate 
conservation (AS), QCL, 1998-2006 ......................................................... 200 
Figure D5. Coding for economic arguments in favour of maximum immediate 
conservation (FE), QCL, 1998-2006 .......................................................... 201 
Figure D6. Coding for environmental arguments in favour of maximum 
immediate conservation (FN), QCL, 1998-2006 ....................................... 202 
 Evidence-Based Arguments in News Media Content:  An environmental policy case study vii
Figure D7. Coding for political arguments in favour of maximum immediate 
conservation (FP), QCL, 1998-2006 .......................................................... 203 
Figure E1. Coding for economic arguments against maximum immediate 
conservation (AE), CM, 1998-2006 ........................................................... 205 
Figure E2. Coding for environmental arguments against maximum immediate 
conservation (AN), CM, 1998-2006 .......................................................... 206 
Figure E3. Coding for political arguments against maximum immediate 
conservation (AP), CM, 1998-2006 ........................................................... 207 
Figure E4. Coding for social arguments against maximum immediate 
conservation (AS), CM, 1998-2006 ........................................................... 208 
Figure E5. Coding for economic arguments in favour of maximum immediate 
conservation (FE), CM, 1998-2006. .......................................................... 209 
Figure E6. Coding for environmental arguments in favour of maximum 
immediate conservation (FN), CM, 1998-2006 ......................................... 210 
Figure E7. Coding for political arguments in favour of maximum immediate 
conservation (FP), CM, 1998-2006 ............................................................ 212 
Figure F1. Coding for policy issue criteria in economic arguments against 
maximum immediate conservation (AE), QCL, 1998-2006. ..................... 214 
Figure F2. Coding for source categories in economic arguments against 
maximum immediate conservation (AE), QCL, 1998-2006. ..................... 215 
Figure F3. Coding for policy issue criteria in natural (environmental) 
arguments against maximum immediate conservation (AN), QCL, 
1998-2006. ................................................................................................. 215 
Figure F4. Coding for source categories in natural (environmental) arguments 
against maximum immediate conservation (AN), QCL, 1998-2006. ........ 216 
Figure F5. Coding for policy issue criteria in political arguments against 
maximum immediate conservation (AP), QCL, 1998-2006. ..................... 216 
Figure F6. Coding for source categories in political arguments against 
maximum immediate conservation (AP), QCL, 1998-2006. ..................... 217 
Figure F7. Coding for policy issue criteria in social arguments against 
maximum immediate conservation (AS), QCL, 1998-2006. ..................... 217 
Figure F8. Coding for source categories in social arguments against maximum 
immediate conservation (AS), QCL, 1998-2006. ...................................... 218 
Figure F9. Coding for policy issue criteria in economic arguments in favour of 
maximum immediate conservation (FE), QCL, 1998-2006. ...................... 218 
Figure F10. Coding for source categories in economic arguments in favour of 
maximum immediate conservation (FE), QCL, 1998-2006. ...................... 219 
Figure F11. Coding for policy issue criteria in natural (environmental) 
arguments in favour of maximum immediate conservation (FN), QCL, 
1998-2006. ................................................................................................. 219 
 viii Evidence-Based Arguments in News Media Content:  An environmental policy case study  
Figure F12. Coding for source categories in natural (environmental) arguments 
in favour of maximum immediate conservation (FN), QCL, 1998-
2006. ........................................................................................................... 220 
Figure F13. Coding for policy issue criteria in political arguments in favour of 
maximum immediate conservation (FP), QCL, 1998-2006. ...................... 220 
Figure F14. Coding for source categories in political arguments in favour of 
maximum immediate conservation (FP), QCL, 1998-2006. ...................... 221 
Figure G1. Coding for policy issue criteria in economic arguments against 
maximum immediate conservation (AE), CM, 1998-2006. ....................... 222 
Figure G2. Coding for source categories in economic arguments against 
maximum immediate conservation (AE), CM, 1998-2006. ....................... 223 
Figure G3. Coding for policy issue criteria in natural (environmental) 
arguments against maximum immediate conservation (AN), CM, 
1998-2006. ................................................................................................. 223 
Figure G4. Coding for source categories in natural (environmental) arguments 
against maximum immediate conservation (AN), CM, 1998-2006. .......... 224 
Figure G5. Coding for policy issue criteria in political arguments against 
maximum immediate conservation (AP), CM, 1998-2006. ....................... 224 
Figure G6. Coding for source categories in political arguments against 
maximum immediate conservation (AP), CM, 1998-2006. ....................... 225 
Figure G7. Coding for policy issue criteria in social arguments against 
maximum immediate conservation (AS), CM, 1998-2006. ....................... 225 
Figure G8. Coding for source categories in social arguments against maximum 
immediate conservation (AS), CM, 1998-2006. ........................................ 226 
Figure G9. Coding for policy issue criteria in economic arguments in favour of 
maximum immediate conservation (FE), CM, 1998-2006. ....................... 226 
Figure G10. Coding for source categories in economic arguments in favour of 
maximum immediate conservation (FE), CM, 1998-2006. ....................... 227 
Figure G11. Coding for policy issue criteria in natural (environmental) 
arguments in favour of maximum immediate conservation (FN), CM, 
1998-2006. ................................................................................................. 227 
Figure G12. Coding for source categories in natural (environmental) arguments 
in favour of maximum immediate conservation (FN), CM, 1998-2006. ... 228 
Figure G13. Coding for policy issue criteria in political arguments in favour of 
maximum immediate conservation (FP), CM, 1998-2006. ........................ 228 
Figure G14. Coding for source categories in political arguments in favour of 
maximum immediate conservation (FP), CM, 1998-2006. ........................ 229 
 
  
 Evidence-Based Arguments in News Media Content:  An environmental policy case study ix
List of Abbreviations 
ABARE Australian Bureau of Agricultural and Resource Economics 
ABC  Australian Broadcasting Corporation  
ABS  Australian Bureau of Statistics 
ACF  Australian Conservation Foundation  
ALP  Australian Labor Party 
BSLC  Broad-scale land-clearing 
COAG Council of Australian Governments 
CM The Courier-Mail 
CRC  Cooperative research centre 
CSVM  Council for Sustainable Vegetation Management 
Cth  Commonwealth of Australia 
DNR  Department of Natural Resources, Queensland 
DNRM  Department of Natural Resources and Mines, Queensland  
DNRMW Department of Natural Resources, Mines and Water, Queensland 
DPI  Department of Primary Industries, Queensland 
ENGO  Environmental non-government organisation 
EPBC  Environment Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999 
(Cth) 
GBR  Great Barrier Reef 
GHGE  Greenhouse gas emissions 
GICD  Government Infrastructure and Co-ordination Division (Department of 
the Premier and Cabinet), Queensland 
ha Hectare 
LA  Land Act 1994 (Qld) 
 x Evidence-Based Arguments in News Media Content:  An environmental policy case study  
MDB  Murray Darling Basin 
NAPSWQ  National Action Plan for Salinity and Water Quality 
NCAS  National Carbon Accounting System  
NFF  National Farmers Federation 
NGGI  National Greenhouse Gas Inventory  
NGRS  National Greenhouse Response Strategy 
NHT  Natural Heritage Trust  
NPF  Narrative policy framework   
NRM  Natural resource management 
NSCABD  National Strategy for the Conservation of Australia’s Biological 
Diversity 
NSESD  National Strategy for Ecologically Sustainable Development 
NSW  New South Wales  
PC  Productivity Commission 
PDF  Portable Document Format 
PMAV  Property Map of Assessable Vegetation 
PRA  Property Rights Australia 
PTCP  Preliminary Tree Clearing Policy 
QCC  Queensland Conservation Council  
QCL  Queensland Country Life  
QFF  Queensland Farmers Federation  
Qld  Queensland  
QRAA  Queensland Rural Adjustment Authority 
RVM  Regional vegetation management 
RVMP  Regional Vegetation Management Plan 
SA  South Australia  
 Evidence-Based Arguments in News Media Content:  An environmental policy case study xi
SLATS  Statewide Landcover and Trees Study 
SoE  State of the Environment 
TWS  The Wilderness Society 
UNCBD  United Nations Convention on Biological Diversity 
UNFCCC  United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change 
URL  Uniform Resource Locator 
Vic  Victoria 
VIP  Vegetation Incentives Program  
VMA  Vegetation Management Act 1999 (Qld) 
VMAC  Vegetation Management Advisory Committee 
VMOLA  Vegetation Management and Other Legislation Amendment Act 2004 
(Qld) 
WWF  World Wide Fund for Nature 
 
 xii Evidence-Based Arguments in News Media Content:  An environmental policy case study  
Statement of Original Authorship 
The work contained in this thesis has not been previously submitted to meet 
requirements for an award at this or any other higher education institution. To the 
best of my knowledge and belief, the thesis contains no material previously 
published or written by another person except where due reference is made. 
 
 
 
 
Signature: _________________________ 
 
Date:  _________________________ 
  
 Evidence-Based Arguments in News Media Content:  An environmental policy case study xiii
Acknowledgements 
I am grateful to the Adrian Scott Scholarship for Rural Journalism for financial 
support, and to my supervisor, Dr Lee Duffield, for guidance, support, perspective, 
and patience.  Thanks also to associate supervisor, Dr Louise Grayson. 
For assistance with enquiries on certain historical points, I would like to thank 
staff of the Queensland Parliamentary Library, Dr Jo Kehoe (Central Queensland 
University), Nicky Hungerford (Queensland Conservation Council), and Brian 
Williams (The Courier-Mail). 
I am also indebted to supportive family and friends, particularly:  Rob and 
Sally Laurent, John Laurent, the Playsteds, Kim Stewart, Lin and Charlie Boyle, 
Andrew Mason, Chris Coughran, Randal Ing, Shaun Hosking, Owen Hosking, and 
Graeme Henderson. 
  
 xiv Evidence-Based Arguments in News Media Content:  An environmental policy case study  
Dedication 
 
To the memory of Tony ‘Dingo’ Laurent (1953-2015), who, together with another 
sailor, set the record for a transatlantic crossing aboard a 5.5 metre catamaran.   
 
 
 
 Chapter 1: Introduction 1 
Chapter 1: Introduction 
This chapter briefly outlines the background (section 1.1) and introduces some 
basic definitions (section 1.2) and geographical and historical context (section 1.3) 
for the present study.  Section 1.4 outlines the purposes of the research, section 1.5 
outlines its significance and scope, and section 1.6 introduces the newspapers 
analysed for the study.  Finally, section 1.7 includes an outline of the remaining 
chapters of the thesis. 
1.1 BACKGROUND 
The program of research reported here was prompted by an earlier research 
encounter (Laurent 2013) with a study incorporating policy analysis, media content 
analysis, and historical research methodologies (Earle 1986).  The motivation for the 
present study was a synthesis of:  an interest in documenting contemporary 
Australian environmental governance and natural resource management (NRM) 
politics; a basic familiarity with Queensland’s geography and contemporary history 
and; and the idea of analysing journalistic content about a single policy issue with 
reference to its historical context.  The result is a study of news reports about policy 
responses to broad-scale land-clearing (BSLC) at a strategic time in Queensland.   
Specifically, as will be established, it takes as its main question:  Between 1998 
and 2006, what changes were made in BSLC policy in Queensland, and who made 
what kinds of arguments about that policy in Queensland newspaper reports?  It is 
therefore a content-focused case study of mass communication (specifically, political 
communication, environmental communication, and journalism), as well as a study 
in policy history.   
The use of content analysis methodology (traditionally associated with 
journalism studies) for historical studies has precedent (Salmon 1926, 220; Lasswell, 
et al. 1952, 16; Taft 1970; Duffield 2002, 161-286; Krippendorff 2004, 12, 26), and 
the historical policy and political context presented in this study (Chapter 2) to some 
extent follows examples in that tradition.  There is also precedent for the application 
of media content analysis in policy studies (Earle 1986; Howland, et al. 2006; Rose 
and Baumgartner 2013).  Like the latter studies, this one proceeds from the premise 
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that public policy debate would be to a large extent well represented in mass media 
news reports.  As Howland et al. (2006, 206) argue:  “news accounts are rich in 
description about the present and they both reflect and influence public opinion and 
policy formulation”. 
1.2 SOME BASIC DEFINITIONS AND ASSUMPTIONS 
In an applied linguistics study of news discourse, Cramer (2011, 75-76) argues 
that the term “controversy” is routinely used as an event category to name “the 
particular kinds of events that involve discursive conflict”.  In these terms, BSLC 
was already categorised by journalists as a “controversy” in Queensland in 1999.  
For instance, from a sample of 408 articles relevant to BSLC published in The 
Courier-Mail (CM) between 1998 and 2006 (refer to section 4.3), four articles appear 
in which the word “controversy” was used to refer to the BSLC policy issue (Smith 
1999a; CM Staff Writer 1999; Holland and Brown 2000; O’Malley 2004a).   
BSLC in Queensland is an issue in which the public has had a legitimate 
interest, and in which individual landholders have claimed a particular interest where 
they have perceived their rights as landscape managers to be in question.   In fact, the 
major public policy interventions made in relation to BSLC in Queensland have had 
direct impact on one socio-economic sector in particular, namely pastoralists.  
Nonetheless, BSLC in Queensland has concerned various interest groups at the state 
and national levels, including environmentalists and primary industries organisations.  
Indeed, it is an issue which has involved conflict and competition for media attention 
among such interest groups, and politicians perceived to be sympathetic to either 
camp.   
As Hansen (2015, 29) notes, important theoretical models describing the 
stages, or careers, of social problems include an “issue-attention cycle” (Downs 
1972), and a four-stage natural history model (Spector and Kitsuse 1973).  For 
example, Downs’ cycle involves five stages:  1) a pre-problem stage; 2) alarmed 
discovery and euphoric enthusiasm; 3) realising the cost of significant progress and 
the sacrifices required to solve the problem; 4) gradual decline of intense public 
interest; and 5) the post-problem stage (Downs 1972, 40).  However, the models 
proposed by Spector and Kitsuse and by Downs do not appear to have been 
formulated with reference to policy process theory.  Further, Hansen (2015, 30) 
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points out that the developers of these issue career models “never proposed… that 
the social career can be ‘read off’ or deduced from mapping the media career of a 
social issue”.  Yet, Hansen (31) argues that within the field of environmental 
communication, “the constructionist notion of issue careers has been particularly 
productive and useful… [by] providing a framework for the longitudinal analysis of 
how claims about the environment emerge, develop, fare in the media arena and 
eventually subside or fade from prominence again”. 
Many of the news events arising from the BSLC issue involve traditional news 
values such as conflict, impact, and for some readers, geographical proximity 
(Metzler 1979, 51-54; Granato 1991, 31-35; White 1996, 11-20).  BSLC operations 
involve concrete action, which traditionally holds considerable news value (Metzler 
1979, 53).  They also afford photographers opportunities for eye-catching images, 
which add to newsworthiness (Cracknell 1993, 6; Neuzil and Kovarik 1996, xi).  Yet, 
the justifications for banning such operations include abstract, scientific concepts, 
such as climate change and biodiversity, which necessarily involve timeframes of 
consequence and relevance beyond the immediate.  Reporting of the BSLC issue, 
therefore, is potentially interesting in terms of the theory of news values (Galtung 
and Ruge 1965; Sandman 1994; Cottle 2008, 74-76; Badenschier and Wormer 2012, 
66-73; Anderson 2015, 180-181).  However, as Cottle (2008, 75) notes, “news 
values… can provide a generali[s]ing approximation only of the complexities and 
dynamics involved in environmental news reporting” (original emphasis).  For the 
purposes of the present study, the significance of news values will be assumed.   
A degree of media influence on public opinion and the public agenda is also 
assumed here.  Relevant literature from media effects research, public policy 
research, and political communication studies is reviewed in sections 3.5 and 3.6, 
below.  In a nutshell, “the accumulated literature suggests an important (and often 
independent) role for media in determining which issues are important, and when – 
for the public, and for policy-makers as well” (Soroka, et al. 2012, 206). 
Finally, while the present study does not seek to address the problem of 
objectivity in journalism, that problem should nevertheless be acknowledged 
(Schudson 1978; Mindich 1998; Schudson and Anderson 2009; Maras 2013).  By the 
early the 20th century, according to Schudson (1978, 5-7), a belief in objectivity 
meant “the belief that one can and should separate facts from values”.  Schudson 
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argues that this ideal of objectivity in journalism, which saw facts as “consensually 
validated statements” about the world, was a historical development on 19th century 
“naïve empiricism”, which viewed facts not as “consensually validated… human 
statements about the world”, but as “aspects of the world itself”.   
In these terms, the present study focuses on human statements about the world 
which are supported by evidence (refer to section 3.10).  It is accepted that a primary 
source of evidence is human sensory experience (Audi 1999, 293).  However, for the 
purposes of studies of persuasive communication, McCroskey defines evidence as 
“factual statements originating from a source other than the speaker, objects not 
created by the speaker, and opinions of persons other than the speaker that are 
offered in support of the speaker’s claims” (quoted in Reinard 1988, 5). 
1.3 INTRODUCTORY GEOGRAPHICAL AND HISTORICAL CONTEXT 
Particularly since the development of contemporary scientific and public 
awareness of environmental impacts of deforestation (United Nations 1992; United 
Nations 1994, 88-97; Moran and Ostrom 2005; Lindenmayer and Fischer 2013), 
BSLC in Queensland, predominantly for livestock pasture (Rolfe, et al. 2002), has 
constituted an environmental and agri-environmental governance problem for 
governments and other stakeholders (Rolfe 2000; McAlpine, et al. 2002a, 3-5).  The 
NRM view of the BSLC problem is encapsulated in the umbrella term “vegetation 
management,” which has permeated policy discourse in Queensland since it was 
included in the title of an act of parliament, the Vegetation Management Act 1999 
(Qld) (VMA).  While all state governments in Australia have attempted to deal with 
the problem of land-clearing since the 1980s (Dore, et al. 1999; Productivity 
Commission 2004 xxii-xxvii; Senate Finance and Public Administration Secretariat 
2010, 13), the frequent changes in vegetation management policy in Queensland 
particularly invite historical analysis of relevant political and institutional factors 
(Kehoe 2014).  As McGrath (2006/2007, 180) observes regarding the VMA and 
associated amendments to the Integrated Planning Act 1997 (Qld):  “the new laws 
were very controversial politically for numerous reasons, including the traditional 
sanctity of freehold land, a view that land clearing was a legal right on freehold land, 
claims for compensation for restricting clearing rights, and the political strength of 
the agricultural sector”. 
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Detailed accounts of the environmental and other impacts of BSLC in 
Queensland are provided elsewhere (Boulter, et al., 2000).  However, the 
environmental impacts of land-clearing were generally summarised in a 2002 
Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) report as follows: 
land-clearing destroys plants, entire habitats and local ecosystems; it 
removes the food and habitat on which other native species rely.  Clearing 
helps weeds and invasive animals to spread, causes greenhouse gas 
emissions [from the burning and decay of vegetation and from the 
disturbance of soil which releases carbon] and can lead to soil degradation, 
such as erosion and salinity, which in turn can harm water quality….  (ABS 
2002, 26-27). 
Regarding biodiversity impacts, the 1996 Australian State of the Environment 
(SoE) report (SoE Advisory Council 1996, 4.49) described land-clearing as the 
“single greatest threat to terrestrial biodiversity and a significant threat to aquatic and 
some inshore marine biodiversity”, as well as a cause of increasing salinity and 
climate change.  Clearly, such a threat is significant for Queensland, which a 
prominent ecologist described in 2003 as “the most biodiverse state in the most 
biodiverse country in the developed world” (O’Malley 2003).  As a World Wide 
Fund for Nature (WWF) report outlined in 2003, BSLC often leads to a predictable 
extinction process for many species.  For instance, the report cited patterns of 
regional species loss caused by landscape fragmentation and degradation in regions 
such as “the wheatbelt of Western Australia, the Mount Lofty Ranges of South 
Australia, western Victoria and the New England region of NSW” (Cogger, et al. 
2003, 6).  
One factor in the development of awareness of the environmental impacts of 
land-clearing has been the availability of remote sensing technology in recent 
decades (Kitchin and Barson 1998; Bartel 2004; Cohen and Goward 2004; Bartel 
2005; Boyd and Danson 2005; Xie, et al. 2008; Lawley, et al. 2016).  In Queensland, 
the Statewide Landcover and Trees Study (SLATS) has acquired and analysed 
satellite imagery and derived yearly statistics to produce publicly available reports 
since 1999, with previous reporting (for the period 1988 to 1999) varying from once 
every two to four years (Department of Science, Information Technology, Innovation 
and the Arts 2014, 3-6).  For instance, the SLATS study report for the period 1999-
 6 Chapter 1: Introduction 
2001 noted that the average clearing rate for the state was estimated at 577,000 
hectares (ha) per year, with approximately 94 percent of woody vegetation change 
attributed to clearing for pasture (Department of Natural Resources and Mines, 
Queensland 2003, 5-7). 
The 2003 SLATS report also found that during the period 1999-2001, 
considerable clearing was located within the Great Barrier Reef (GBR) catchment 
(16 percent of total statewide clearing occurred in the Fitzroy catchment, with 
another 16 percent in the Burdekin catchment) (DNRM 2003, 6).  The significance of 
clearing in the GBR catchment was outlined in a Productivity Commission (PC) 
report (PC 2003a, 28), which noted that: 
the main sectors that tend to be identified as contributing to water quality 
problems in the GBR lagoon are grazing (primarily through soil erosion due 
to overgrazing and/or clearing of vegetation and riparian strips), and sugar 
cane cultivation (primarily through application of chemicals and fertilisers, 
encroachment of riparian strips, and wetland destruction and other land 
clearing). 
As for greenhouse gas emissions (GHGE), doubts have been raised about the 
accuracy of estimates of emissions from land use change in the National Greenhouse 
Accounts (Macintosh 2007a).  Macintosh (2007a, 2007b) points out that the total 
amount of, and trends in land-clearing indicated by Queensland’s SLATS reports 
were not reflected in the federal government’s National Carbon Accounting System 
(NCAS) data for the period 1990-2001.  However, NCAS figures indicated that “the 
decline in clearing in Queensland accounted for 73 per cent of the total decrease in 
land clearing in Australia between 1990 and 2003” (Macintosh 2007a, 6).  Similarly,  
National Greenhouse Gas Inventory (NGGI) figures showed that “there was a 59 per 
cent drop in emissions from land use change in Australia between 1990 and 2004 and 
that 69 per cent of this decline was due to a decrease in emissions from Queensland” 
(Macintosh 2007a, 6).  For reasons explained in Chapter 3, NGGI estimates of 
emissions from land-clearing are not counted in total emissions.  In 1999, land-
clearing emissions were estimated to increase emissions by over 15 percent, “about 
two-thirds of the estimated emissions from land clearing in 1990, but higher than any 
of the levels between 1991 and 1998” (ABS 2002, 35).   
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During the decade 1990-2000, Australia had the sixth highest annual rate of 
land-clearing in the world, although Lindemeyer and Burgman (2005, 230-233) 
claim that, “if Queensland were a country, it would rank [ninth] worst in the world in 
terms of land clearing”.  According to one analyst, “Australia is the only 
industrialised country in which the clearing of land for agriculture results in 
substantial emissions” (Hamilton 2007, 36).  Indeed, in 1997, Australia was “alone 
among the Convention on Climate Change Annex I countries” in having “the option 
of meeting its targets by the most inexpensive means of halting land clearing” (Ryan 
1997, 25).   
On the basis of a cost-benefit analysis, a Queensland government report in 
2000 concluded that there were likely to be some situations where tree-clearing 
activities were “not economic from a social perspective” (Boulter, et al. 2000, 111).  
But it noted that those activities “may still be commercially attractive to the 
landholder because landholders do not receive signals about the indirect and non-use 
impacts of clearing decisions”.  The 2002 ABS report also pointed out that the 
environmental impacts of BSLC caused economic impacts, such as costs associated 
with reduced flood control, the provision of potable water or increased salinity and 
soil erosion (ABS 2002, 27).  Further, a cost-benefit analysis of preventing BSLC in 
ecological communities of high biodiversity value in Queensland (Morton, et al. 
2002, 28) calculated a benefit of $4,008 million, against a proposed cost of $200 
million in compensation to farmers.  According to the report, “the collateral benefit 
would be predominantly in carbon credits and prevention of erosion and salinity”.   
Yet public policy interventions to curb the environmental impacts of BSLC 
raised other concerns about economic, social and political implications, including:  
property rights implications for freehold land-holders (Rolfe 2002; Macintosh and 
Denniss 2004; Kehoe 2014, 42-50), agricultural employment (Williams 2009), and 
potential implications for food security and international trade (for example, beef 
exports) (Cherry 2005; Wardill 2005; Corish 2006).  A Productivity Commission 
inquiry into economic implications for farmers is discussed in Chapter 3.  As for 
economic influences on the level of clearing in the 1990s, these included:  “prices for 
primary products; costs such as interest rates; the price of fuel; and the continuation 
of government subsidies that encourage clearing, such as the diesel fuel rebate”; and 
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the fact that land-clearing expenses were allowed as business tax deductions (Ryan 
1997, 16, 30). 
It is also worth noting that the link between native vegetation clearing and 
dryland salinity was subsequently called into question by some scientists by the mid-
2000s (Keogh 2005, 19-27; Tunstall 2005, 59-67).  For instance, Keogh (2005, 26) 
argues that “the results of the National Dryland Salinity Audit of 2000 clearly did not 
provide a sound and objective basis for policy development”.  Similarly, the head of 
the Murray-Darling Basin Commission “acknowledged on national television in [the 
mid-2000s] that flawed models had been used to talk up the salinity threat in 2001” 
(Marohasy 2008, 34).  Ironically, that admission came from an executive who had, as 
head of the National Farmers’ Federation in 2000 “called for $65 billion to be spent 
on fixing Australia’s land and water crisis – with a whopping 37 billion to come from 
taxpayers” (Coulthart 2006). 
Policy and political aspects of the historical context are outlined in Chapter 2.  
Figure 1.1 is included here to provide an overall sense of the changes of land use 
associated with BSLC in Queensland in the recent past.  This is a Creative Commons 
licenced copyright graph reproduced from the latest SLATS report at the time of 
writing (Department of Science, Information Technology and Innovation, 
Queensland 2015, 33) and shows the average annual rate of land-clearing by 
replacement land use (including settlement, infrastructure, mining, forest, cropping, 
and pasture). 
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Figure 1.1.  Trend in woody vegetation clearing rate by replacement land cover, 
Queensland, 1988-2014. (Reproduced from Department of Science, Information 
Technology and Innovation, Queensland 2015, 33). 
1.4 PURPOSES 
In a recent survey of the field of environmental communication, Hansen and 
Cox (2015, 7) argue that “environmental communication research is concerned, 
ultimately, with mapping and understanding how media and communication 
processes impact on and shape public understanding/opinion and political decision 
making in society”.   To the extent that media content analysis and historical research 
enable mapping and understanding of environmental politics, this is the ultimate 
concern of the present study.  Further, Cox and Depoe (2015, 15) observe that: 
many environmental communication scholars have proceeded from a 
normative assumption, that understanding of communication processes about 
‘environment’ may serve both pedagogically and in socially beneficial ways 
to a) improve our understanding of the cultures or locations in which such 
communication is produced and b) strengthen the capacity of societies to 
deliberate and respond to conditions relevant to the well-being of both 
society and natural biological communities. 
As a content-focused study of environmental communication, the present 
research proceeds from the same normative assumption.  It is designed to pass on 
political communication lessons gleaned from historical records of a significant 
environmental policy debate to would-be environmental communicators.   
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The aim of the present study is to map the landscape of the public policy 
debate around BSLC in Queensland newspapers in the period 1998-2006.  The 
objectives are:  to review literature relevant to analysis of news reporting of public 
policy debates; to collate newspaper content from one Queensland metropolitan daily 
and one Queensland rural industry weekly relevant to the BSLC public policy 
debate; to analyse that content using a system which is theoretically supported by 
reviewed literature; to write a historical account outlining the context of the BSLC 
public policy debate; to report the results of the content analysis; and to discuss the 
results in terms of the research literature and the policy history.  Rather than on the 
basis of an a priori hypothesis, these purposes are pursued in terms of one overall 
research question:  Between 1998 and 2006, what changes were made in BSLC 
policy in Queensland, and who made what kinds of arguments about that policy in 
Queensland newspaper reports?   
In the detailed analysis, supplementary questions, modelled on a categorisation 
system developed by Howland, et al. (206-213), will address:  1) the proportion of 
arguments for or against maximum immediate reduction of native vegetation 
clearing; 2) the location of arguments in certain categories, importantly whether 
economic, environmental, political, or social in nature; 3) the relevance of arguments 
to certain criteria of effective policy making, such as the establishment of an accurate 
definition of the problem; and 4) which stakeholder groups are the main sources of 
the arguments. 
1.5 SIGNIFICANCE AND SCOPE 
Public opinion will not be analysed in the present study, although it is worth 
noting here that a Newspoll telephone poll of 1200 adult respondents commissioned 
by the Australian Conservation Foundation (ACF) in late July 2000 found that 82 
percent supported the introduction of national laws to control land-clearing (ACF 
2000).  In terms of public understanding of science, it is also worth noting that the 
same survey found that:  96 percent of respondents were aware of the impact of 
habitat loss though land-clearing on native fauna; 82 percent had heard that increased 
levels of salt in soil and water supplies were caused by tree removal; and that 86 
percent were aware that burning and decomposing vegetation released greenhouse 
gases (ACF 2000).   
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BSLC in Queensland is an environmental issue affecting considerable 
geographical areas of the state, and it also has associated economic, political, and 
social implications for considerable portions of the state’s population.  Assuming this 
four-dimensional (environmental, economic, political and social) significance, and 
assuming the significance of the role played by the mass media in publicising and 
facilitating debate on policy responses to such issues (Christians et al. 2009, 158-
176), news coverage of the public policy debate around BSLC in Queensland is 
arguably a topic of significance that is worthy of a case study.  Yet, while the 
introduction and implementation of the VMA has been analysed in detail by legal 
scholars (McGrath 2002/2003; McGrath 2006/2007; Kehoe 2014), media coverage 
of the public policy debate surrounding legislative changes has not been studied in 
any great detail. 
The scope of the present study is limited to newspaper reports, and two 
publications are analysed:  The Courier-Mail (CM), a metropolitan (Brisbane) daily; 
and Queensland Country Life (QCL), a rural sector weekly.  As this population of 
content provides samples relevant to the BSLC public policy debate, it is suited to 
the purposes of this study.  Analysis of radio and television coverage, such as 
Australian Broadcasting Corporation (ABC) content, which is another important 
source of news across the state of Queensland, is beyond the scope of this project, 
due to time limitations.  The period of interest (leading up to the ban on BSLC of 
remnant vegetation in Queensland at the end of 2006) precedes the uptake of social 
media in Australia. 
1.6 NEWSPAPERS ANALYSED 
Analysis of media ownership and control are beyond the scope of this study.  
However, some differences between the two newspapers subjected to content 
analysis here are worth noting. 
To introduce the CM, it is a News Corp (formerly News Limited) publication.  
During the period June 2002 to June 2007, its Monday to Friday circulation varied 
between 211,200 and 221,000 copies and the Saturday circulation between 316,600 
and 346,400 copies (Australian Press Council 2007, 14-15).  In March 2006, the CM 
transitioned from broadsheet to tabloid format (van Vonderen 2006).  By the first 
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quarter of 2012, Monday to Friday circulation was around 187,800 and Saturday 
circulation around 255,500 (Dyer 2012). 
Prior to 2007, QCL was owned by Rural Press Limited.  In May 2007, Rural 
Press merged with Fairfax Media (Fairfax Staff Writer 2007).  Based on three QCL 
readership surveys, a 2011-2012 Fairfax media kit for the publication notes the 
following:  that the newspaper at that time had an audited paid circulation of 33,725 
copies per week; that it was distributed every Thursday, throughout Queensland, the 
Northern Territory and Northern NSW; that it was read every week by 90 percent of 
Queensland’s broadacre farmers and 93 percent of beef producers managing at least 
400 head of cattle (Fairfax Media 2011, 4).  Further, the media kit states that the 
average age of property owners or managers reading QCL was 51 years, with 42 
percent having some tertiary, college or university education, and that the average 
size of readers’ properties was 3,507 ha.  In describing QCL readers, the media kit 
observes: 
The media habits of farmers are different to their metro or regional 
counterparts.  A farmer’s consumption of media is very much dictated by 
their business needs.  The information they must have to efficiently run their 
businesses is found only in specialist agricultural media outlets… (Fairfax 
Media 2011, 4). 
1.7 OUTLINE OF THESIS AND METHODOLOGY 
1.7.1 Thesis Outline 
Chapter 2 provides a narrative account of the policy context of the VMA and 
related legislation up to the end of 2006, at which point in time, BSLC of remnant 
vegetation was banned in Queensland under the Act.  Relevant national 
developments in legislation, policy and politics in biodiversity conservation and 
GHGE reduction are outlined first, followed by developments at the state level.   
Chapter 3 reviews relevant research in mass communication studies and 
political science, as well as research methodology literature.  This leads to a 
conceptual framework, a statement of the research problem, and a set of four specific 
research questions that support the overall research question (section 3.13).   
Chapter 4 outlines the design adopted by this research to achieve the aims and 
objectives stated in section 1.4 above.  Chapter 5 reports evidence from the media 
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content analysis which answers the four research questions (RQs) addressed by the 
coding system employed.  Chapter 6 discusses the findings of the content analysis 
with reference to the research literature and the policy history, leading to 
conclusions.   
1.7.2 Methodology Outline 
This case study of BSLC policy in Queensland during the period 1998-2006 
comprises two methodological components:  a text-based historical analysis, which is 
qualitative; and a longitudinal media content analysis of newspaper reports, which is 
both qualitative and quantitative.  In combination, these are considered to constitute 
an appropriate and rigorous research methodology for the purposes of the present 
study, and within the range of a relatively small project.   
The historical account presented in Chapter 2 is based on analysis of the 
evidence of primary and secondary material and draws on material treated in the 
media content analysis which is discussed in subsequent chapters.  However, it is 
presented in advance of detailed discussion of methodology (Chapter 4) in order to 
explain the research focus on the period 1998-2006, and to establish historical 
context for specific examples mentioned in that discussion.  Chapter 2 provides 
historical perspective for the discussion (Chapter 6) of the results of the media 
content analysis (Chapter 5). 
Literature relevant to media content analysis methodology is reviewed in 
section 3.11.  Chapter 4 describes:  the methodology and research design for the 
media content analysis; the procedure used to generate quantitative data from the 
media content analysis; how the data was analysed; relevant ethical considerations; 
and problems and limitations for the research.   
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Chapter 2: Historical Context (Policy and 
Politics) 
2.1 INTRODUCTION 
Key historical events that shaped the policy context of the Vegetation 
Management Act 1999 (Qld) (VMA) are outlined in this chapter.  The structure 
followed in this chapter canvases relevant national developments in biodiversity 
conservation and greenhouse gas emissions (GHGE) reduction first, followed by 
relevant Queensland legislation, policy and political developments.  Within this 
structure, each narrative section basically follows chronological order. 
This chapter constitutes a qualitative component of the methodology of this 
study.  It addresses the first part of the overall research question:  Between 1998 and 
2006, what changes were made in BSLC policy in Queensland?  It is expected that 
historical analysis of major relevant events will provide historical perspective for the 
discussion of the results of the media content analysis (Chapter 5) which generates 
quantitative data for the present study.  The narrative of this chapter is informed, in 
part, by the media content analysis outlined in Chapter 4, yet it is presented here in 
advance of detailed discussion of methodology (section 4.2.1) in order to establish 
historical context for specific examples of arguments mentioned in that discussion. 
The focus of the historical context outlined in this chapter is on institutional 
factors.  This is consistent with the “historical institutionalist” approach to political 
research (Hall and Taylor 1996).  While Amenta and Ramsey (2010, 24) criticise the 
approach for not devoting “consistent attention to the role of ideas, whether as causal 
contributors to the content of policies or to rallying public support for policies”, the 
discussion of the results of the content analysis which follows should allay any such 
concerns here.   
With news content only available via digital databases from 1998, and 
resources otherwise limited, a comprehensive backgrounding of the broad-scale land-
clearing (BSLC) issue prior to the late 1990s is effectively beyond the scope of this 
study.  However, a summary of earlier stages of the debate is based on a wide range 
of secondary sources, including legal and policy analysis studies (Slee and 
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Associates 1998; Dore, et al. 1999; Bredhauer 2004; McGrath 2006/2007; Simmonds 
2009; Bell 2011; Macintosh 2012; Kehoe 2014; Macintosh 2013), and an analysis of 
the land-clearing debate in terms of deliberative governance (Whelan and Lyons 
2005, 597), which latter provides insights based on “in-depth interviews with 
activists who were central to the decade long campaign” up to 2004.  Whereas 
Whelan and Lyons (2005) exclusively interviewed activists, Kehoe’s research (2014, 
7-9) involved interviews with other stakeholders, including regulatory staff, lawyers, 
and landholders.  With the present study focussed on media content, it did not extend 
to interviews with stakeholders, which would have involved a major expansion of the 
research work. 
2.2 RELEVANT NATIONAL DEVELOPMENTS:  BIODIVERSITY 
CONSERVATION AND NATURAL RESOURCE MANAGEMENT 
PROGRAMS 
Regarding the relative importance of different policy initiatives relating to 
native vegetation, one journalist observed in 2001 that “the greenhouse, rather than 
biodiversity, benefits of preserving the bush dominate[d] the federal agenda” (Ryan 
2001a).  However, according to the Productivity Commission (PC), the main 
rationales for the introduction of clearing controls by state governments were “land 
degradation (particularly salinity problems in some States) and a concern in many 
jurisdictions that levels of remnant native vegetation – especially on private 
leasehold or freehold land – were approaching critical levels for habitat and 
biodiversity maintenance” (PC 2004, xxiv).  Similarly, in an overview of the major 
land-clearing laws introduced across Australian jurisdictions during the 1990s Bell 
(2011, 203-4) observes that “protection of biodiversity was the motivation behind the 
enactment of tree clearing laws”, although reducing GHGE also became “an 
important by-product” of the laws. 
While a detailed history of biodiversity conservation policy in Australia is not 
included here, key national initiatives on native vegetation remain relevant to the 
study.  For present purposes, an account of these may begin from late 1992, although 
it is worth noting that two national programs brought under the umbrella of Landcare 
in 1992 were initially established in 1989, namely, Save the Bush (remnant 
vegetation protection and management), and One Billion Trees (tree-planting) 
(Hawke 1989; SoE Advisory Council 1996 6.39; Roberts 2000; Stevens 2001).  In 
 Chapter 2: Historical Context (Policy and Politics) 17 
December 1992, the Natural Resource Management (Financial Assistance) Act 1992 
(Cth) was passed to fund the national Landcare program (Love 2013, 22-24).   
Also in December 1992, the National Strategy for Ecologically Sustainable 
Development (NSESD) was endorsed by the Council of Australian Governments 
(COAG).  The NSESD called for “regular national state of the environment reporting 
to enhance the quality, accessibility and relevance of data relating to ecologically 
sustainable development” (SoE Advisory Council 1996, v), which led to the 
publication of the first national SoE report in 1996.  Regarding land-clearing, the 
NSESD required governments to: 
assess the current rate of native vegetation clearing on a national basis, 
including undertaking the development of national inventories of native 
vegetation… support initiatives at the State and Territory level to protect 
native vegetation on private land… review relevant legislation relating to 
clearing… [and] undertake cooperative development of a range of measures, 
including financial incentives, cost reimbursements, and rate rebates to 
encourage land managers to better protect native vegetation (Australian 
Government 1992, Objective 11.1) 
According to Christoff (2002, 28-29), the NSESD was abandoned in 1997 “when 
Commonwealth responsibility for its coordination ceased”, and by 2002, the NSESD 
was “barely remembered beyond a small circle of bureaucrats”.   
In May 1992, all states and territories and the Australian Local Government 
Association signed the Intergovernmental Agreement on the Environment, 
acknowledging the federal government’s responsibility for entering into international 
conventions and ensuring that international obligations were met (Farrier 1995, 338).  
In response to Australia’s ratification of the United Nations Convention on 
Biological Diversity (UNCBD) in 1993, Australian governments began developing 
the National Strategy for the Conservation of Australia’s Biological Diversity 
(NSCABD), which was adopted in 1996.  As Farrier (1995, 337-339) explains, the 
UNCBD obliged the Australian government to conserve not only endangered 
species, but genetic and ecosystem diversity generally; not only in protected areas, 
but also on privately owned land.  The NSCABD provided “a national approach to 
biodiversity conservation from 1996 to 2009” (National Biodiversity Strategy 
Review Task Group and the Natural Resource Management Ministerial Council 
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2010, 31).  The federal government also set up a Council for Sustainable Vegetation 
Management (CSVM) in 1997 (Environment, Recreation, Communications and the 
Arts Legislation Committee 1997) which reviewed vegetation management around 
Australia and provided advice directly to the federal environment minister (Sattler 
2014, 125). 
Following the adoption of the NSCABD by COAG in 1996, all states signed 
Natural Heritage Trust (NHT) partnership agreements for the National Vegetation 
Initiative (Bushcare) in 1997 (Hill 1998; Australian National Audit Office 1998; 
Crowley 2001; Hill 2001a; Department of Environment and Heritage 2003, 28; 
Smith 2003, 2-3), which had a $318 million budget (Ryan 1997, 1).  The NHT was 
created by the Natural Heritage Trust Act 1997 (Cth) and funded by the Howard 
Government from proceeds of the partial sale of Telstra (Howard Partners 1999, viii-
xi; 12-13).  The power of this funding as an incentive for states to promote native 
vegetation conservation is evident in contemporary reports (Ryan 1999a; Flynn 
1999).  For instance, when criticised over a move to develop freehold land-clearing 
guidelines in early 1999, the Queensland (Labor) natural resources minister 
identified the federal (Coalition) government as the driving force behind the push for 
new guidelines, saying that he had been told that “unless national standards [for 
native vegetation management] were met, the $32 million in [NHT] funding issued to 
Queensland… could be in jeopardy” (Flynn 1999). 
Through natural resource management (NRM) programs funded under the 
NHT, Sattler argues, “the Commonwealth decided to set up regional bodies across 
Australia, essentially bypassing State administrative structures and ignoring much of 
the research findings and resource management information that had been 
accumulated by State departments over many decades” (Sattler 2014, 126).  Sattler 
also refers to a 2008 Australian Auditor General report on the first two phases of the 
NHT (1996-2007) which found that:  “there was little evidence that there [had] been 
any substantial movement towards landscape scale repair and replenishment of 
natural resources as envisaged by the NHT” (Auditor General 2008, 24, quoted in 
Sattler 2014, 126).  
In response to national salinity reports and combined lobbying from the 
National Farmers Federation (NFF) and Australian Conservation Foundation (ACF) 
(Madden, et al. 2000), the federal government announced $1.4 billion funding over 
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seven years for a joint commonwealth-state National Action Plan for Salinity and 
Water Quality (NAPSWQ) in November 2000 (Pannell 2001, 518).  The NAPSWQ 
was endorsed by COAG, with states subsequently signing bilateral agreements with 
the commonwealth on the implementation of the program.  In March 2002, the 
NAPSWQ bilateral agreement between Queensland and the commonwealth was 
finalised (Dixon 2003, 8-9).  It did not address BSLC as a cause of salinity (Morse 
2002). 
In April 2001 (soon after the Ryan federal by-election in Queensland, which 
was a loss for the Howard government), the federal (Coalition) environment minister, 
Robert Hill, without cabinet approval, listed land-clearing as a “threatening process” 
under the Environment Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999 (Cth) 
(EPBC) (McKenna 2001; Courier-Mail Staff Writer 2001a).  This meant that land-
clearing on a scale of “national environmental significance” would be referred to his 
office (McGrath 2004; McGrath 2006; Kehoe 2014, 75-79).  Senator Hill told 
reporters that the new listing would put pressure on the Queensland government to 
further cap clearing (CM Staff Writer 2001b).  The decision led to “a fiery 
confrontation between Senator Hill and National Party ministers who were 
concerned his actions could spark a rural backlash at the next election” (CM Staff 
Writer 2001b).  History records, however, that there have been few referrals of land-
clearing developments to the federal environment minister under the EPBC Act from 
the agricultural sector (Macintosh and Wilkinson 2005, 149-166; Kehoe 2014, 74-
78).  One of the few examples is the case of Minister for the Environment & 
Heritage v Greentree (2004), which involved the Chairman of GrainCorp clearing 
Ramsar-listed wetlands (Beeby 2004). 
In June 2001, following the first five-year review of the NSCABD, the federal 
and state governments (except Queensland and Tasmania) agreed to the National 
Objectives and Targets for Biodiversity Conservation 2001-2005.  One of the key 
goals of the national objectives was for all jurisdictions to put in place clearing 
controls that would “prevent clearance of ecological communities with an extent 
below 30 [percent] of that present pre-1750” (OECD 2007, 92).  Then, in December 
2001, through the National Resource Management Ministerial Council, all Australian 
jurisdictions reaffirmed the goals of the National Framework for the Management 
and Monitoring of Australia’s Native Vegetation, which the Australia New Zealand 
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Environment and Conservation Council had released in December 1999.  The 
framework’s goals (in line with the NHT goals) included:  “a reversal in the long-
term decline in the extent and quality of Australia’s native vegetation cover by:  
conserving native vegetation, and substantially reducing land clearing” (Senate 
Finance and Public Administration Secretariat 2010, 7; Smith 2003, 3-4). 
2.3 RELEVANT NATIONAL DEVELOPMENTS:  GREENHOUSE GAS 
EMISSIONS REDUCTION 
A milestone among national initiatives to reduce GHGE, was the National 
Greenhouse Response Strategy (NGRS) in 1992.  As Gregorczuk (1999, 3) notes, 
“the 1992 Strategy arose out of an agreement by all Australian Governments to work 
together on greenhouse issues and particularly, was the basis for meeting Australia’s 
commitments under the UNFCCC [United Nations Framework Convention on 
Climate Change]”, which Australia ratified in 1992.  One of the principal 
commitments made by the ratifying parties was to develop, publish and regularly 
update national emission inventories of greenhouse gases and carbon sinks 
(Commonwealth of Australia 1992, 43-44; Department of the Environment, Australia 
2014, 10).  The SoE 1996 report notes that:  “the need to compile information at a 
continental level for the first National Greenhouse Gas Inventory in 1994 highlighted 
the lack of data available on land cover”, which led to federal funding for “a State-
Commonwealth program to assess agricultural land cover change across the 
continent between 1990 and 1995” (SoE Advisory Council 1996, 6.39-6.40). 
According to Taylor (2014, 188), the NGRS was characterised by voluntary 
and ad hoc activity.  The NGRS had little to say about land-clearing beyond noting 
that “a number of States [had] introduced tighter controls on the clearance of both 
crown and private land” (Commonwealth of Australia 1992, 59).  An Australia 
Institute review of the NGRS in 1995 concluded that it had failed to make any impact 
on Australia’s GHGE (Wilkenfeld, et al. 1995, 1).  More diplomatically, the 1996 
SoE noted that “initiatives to reduce emissions under the [NGRS] [had] achieved 
limited success” (SoE Advisory Council 1996, ES-15).  In 1998, the NGRS was 
replaced by a second National Greenhouse Strategy, with a similar “emphasis on 
voluntary action” (Taylor 2014, 476).  Incidentally, Queensland produced its own 
Greenhouse Response Strategy in 1995 (Gregorczuk 1999, 17).  However, the 1999 
Queensland SoE report (Environmental Protection Agency 1999, 2.39) noted that 
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Queensland’s implementation of both the national and state strategies had been 
“limited”, with measures having “little impact on emissions” 
Some insight into the political debate on BSLC and GHGE of the late 1990s is 
provided by an article in the Queensland Country Life (QCL) in which the 
Queensland (Coalition government) natural resources minister, Howard Hobbs, 
responded to claims by the ACF that “changes to the text of a discussion paper on the 
national greenhouse strategy were aimed at removing references to controls on native 
vegetation” (QCL Staff Writer 1997a).  Hobbs argued that:  “the reason Queensland 
suggested and other states supported the change to the text was that tree clearing 
controls [were] already in place in all jurisdictions and [were] being further 
developed in Queensland” (QCL Staff Writer 1997a).   
In the history of the development of Australian climate change policy (refer 
Ward 1998; Turton 2004; Hamilton 2007; Macintosh 2007; Pearse 2007; Stevenson 
2008; Macintosh 2011; Macintosh 2013; Talberg, Hui and Loynes 2013; Tabenor 
and Zorzetto 2014; Taylor 2014), Australia was a party to international negotiations 
leading up to the adoption of the Kyoto Protocol in December 1997, and signed the 
protocol in April 1998.  The overall position of the Howard government in relation to 
the Kyoto Protocol is summarised by Hamilton (2007, 105) as follows:  “The 
Government… always tried to have it both ways.  It wouldn’t ratify Kyoto, but it 
would meet the target.  It repudiated the agreement, yet it wanted to keep its seat at 
the table”.   
Although the Howard government did not ratify the protocol, Australia 
successfully negotiated a controversial concession to include land-use change and 
forestry as part of the net emissions in the 1990 baseline, which later became known 
as the “Australia clause” (Hamilton 2007, 70-81; Talberg, Hui and Loynes 2013, 7; 
Macintosh 2012).  Referring to the so-called Australia clause, Hamilton (2007, 77) 
notes that after the Kyoto Protocol was signed, the Howard government adopted a 
position of “protecting the gains of Kyoto in private while talking down the extent of 
the victory in public”.  Macintosh (2009, 1) explains the political significance of the 
Australia clause as follows: 
at the time of the negotiations in 1997, Australia was aware that 
deforestation emissions were unusually high in 1990 and that they had fallen 
between 1990 and 1997.  Simply by including deforestation emissions in the 
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base year, Australia knew it could artificially increase its Kyoto target by a 
considerable amount.  Since then, the Australian government has been keen 
to rewrite history by claiming that the decline in deforestation emissions has 
primarily been the product of government policy, particularly the 
introduction of land clearing restrictions in Queensland and New South 
Wales where most deforestation has occurred in the past two decades. 
Similarly, a review of a 2002 Australian Greenhouse Office report by a 
mathematician concluded that “the only reasons Australia was on track to meet its 
greenhouse emissions targets were a huge drop in Queensland land clearing and a fall 
of 70 million in sheep numbers since the 1991 peak” (O’Malley 2007).  Certainly, 
the issue of reducing the rate of Queensland’s BSLC “gathered momentum” 
following the signing of the Kyoto Protocol, and “[became] a national issue because 
[Australia’s] Kyoto Protocol commitments on reducing greenhouse emissions could 
not occur while vegetation was felled at such a rate” (Williams 1998).  It is clear 
from the media record that Australia’s Kyoto GHGE reduction targets were a key 
factor in the political debate over land-clearing laws in Queensland in the late 1990s 
and early 2000s (for example:  Acton 1997; Franklin 1999a; Griffith and Greber 
1999; Johnstone 1999; Ryan 2000a; Beattie 2000a; Franklin 2000; Odgers and 
O’Malley 2002; Thomson 2004a; Thomson 2004b). 
Finally, while reducing GHGE has been “an important by-product” of 
vegetation management laws in each state, “few legislative regimes specifically 
acknowledge this, and the Queensland [VMA] is the only regime that specifies 
reduction of [GHGE] as an objective” Bell (2011, 203-4). 
2.4 QUEENSLAND LEGISLATIVE, POLICY, AND POLITICAL 
DEVELOPMENTS (1990-2000) 
The VMA applied to freehold land and was politically controversial – indeed, 
“one of the most controversial pieces of legislation to be made and implemented in 
the last decade of the Queensland parliament” (Kehoe 2014, 24) – while the amended 
Land Act 1994 (Qld) (LA), which applied to leasehold land, was uncontroversial.  As 
Kehoe observes, another key difference is that:  “the VMA was a specific law created 
to address [rural land degradation associated with tree-clearing], and the LA [was] an 
existing statute upon which environmental provisions for sustainable land 
management were grafted” (2014, 58).  Although the LA was passed in 1994, 
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Chapter 5 Part 6 (on tree management) was not proclaimed until 1997 (Fear and 
Seefried 1999, 2).   
In explaining the divergence of political responses to the two Acts, Kehoe 
(2014, 277) notes, among other factors, that:  “in short, the VMA affected a large 
group of landholders immediately; the LA affected individual landholders gradually 
and with a long lead time for adjustment”.  Kehoe also points out that “unlike 
legislative restrictions on leasehold land, those on freehold land have tended to 
generate calls for compensation and challenges to the validity of the law” (25).  
However, at least one opinion piece from the lobby group Property Rights Australia 
argued that compensation was justified “for those who [had] already been denied 
[their right to clear] under the existing provisions of the [VMA] or [LA]” (Devine 
2003). 
For the present study, a practicable starting point to recount relevant policy 
events is a review of land policy and administration, known as the Wolfe Review, 
which was undertaken under the Goss ALP government in 1990 (Land Policy and 
Administration Review Committee 1990).  Previously, the Bjelke-Petersen 
administration had “marked a period of inertia and a preservation of the status quo” 
prior to the 1986 state election by giving most leaseholders an automatic 20-year 
lease extension through the Land Act Amendment Act 1986 (Qld) (Kehoe 2014, 34).  
As Kehoe outlines, the Wolfe review recognised the problem of land degradation 
within Queensland and recommended the simplification of categories of tenure types 
and the retention of leasehold tenure, and it led to changes being made to the LA 
1962 (Qld) in 1991, 1992 and 1993 (Kehoe 2014, 35; also Witt 2012, 133).  Former 
officers of the Lands Department also influenced the amendment of the LA during 
the early 1990s (Sattler 2014, 124).  The Wolfe review’s recommendations regarding 
land-clearing included that: 
the unlawful destruction of trees on leases… must be better policed and 
penalties should be uniform and increased to sufficient severity to act as a 
useful deterrent… [and] those leases which have conditions to destroy trees 
and maintain land free from regrowth should be reviewed (Land Policy and 
Administration Review Committee 1990, 83).  
A clear understanding of the political motivation for the Wolfe Review, and of 
the beginnings of campaigns by conservation groups to reduce land-clearing in 
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Queensland, would require a review of sources going back at least to 1990.  Indeed, 
according to one news report published in 1997, conservationists had “campaigned 
for freehold controls since the 1980s to protect biological diversity and bring 
Queensland into line with other states” (Williams 1997b).  The present study, as 
outlined above, relies on secondary sources for a summary of earlier stages of the 
BSLC public policy debate.  For instance, based on interviews with conservation 
activists involved in such campaigns, Whelan and Lyons (2005, 601) observe that: 
the landclearing campaign grew during the early 1990s and gained 
significant momentum in the lead up to the 1995 state election.  This was 
largely due to the work of a number of individuals and [environmental non-
government organisations] engaged in lobbying and media activities 
including the Queensland Conservation Council (QCC) and [T]he 
Wilderness Society (TWS).  
Subsequently, Whelan and Lyons (2005, 603) note, the QCC coordinator 
between 1995 and 2000 was a member of three committees established under four 
consecutive state governments to advise on the development or implementation of 
land-clearing controls.  In 1997, QCC representatives decided to resign from one of 
these committees (the State Trees Group) to avoid legitimising what they perceived 
to be “a process of whittling away past gains in vegetation management” (QCL Staff 
Writer 1997b).  This was seen as “an exception to their typically pragmatic 
approach” (Whelan and Lyons 2005, 604). 
In late 1995, the Statewide Landcover and Trees Study (SLATS) was 
established by the Department of Natural Resources (DNR) with $7 million in state 
funding (Scanlan and Turner 1995, 10-11; Pennington 1998).  The program was 
designed to assist with:  monitoring GHGE; vegetation management; detecting 
possible land-clearing offences; and mapping regional ecosystems.  It gathered 
current and retrospective woody vegetation cover and landcover change information 
using satellite imagery to compare vegetation cover between 1988, 1991, 1995, 1997 
and each year after 1999; and to provide baseline landcover mapping (i.e., 
discriminating areas of trees from pasture, crop, water, settlement areas, etc.) over 
the state for 1991 (Springborg 1998; Pennington 1998; Dixon 2003, 1-2). 
Naturally, SLATS reports became good sources of news for journalists and 
points of debate for major stakeholders in the discussion over BSLC.  Similarly, 
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figures on the number of land-clearing permits issued were newsworthy.  For 
instance, in April 1995, conservationists highlighted figures showing that there had 
been a 700 percent increase in land-clearing permits in five shires in central western 
Queensland since 1990 (Williams 1995a).  Similarly, it was reported that five-year 
permits to clear 580,000 ha were issued in 1995-1996, of which 365,000 was for 
regrowth scrub (Williams 1997a).  Another source of data referred to in media 
reports was remnant vegetation mapping by the Queensland Herbarium, which 
employed a different methodology to SLATS (Accad, et al. 2001; Ryan 2001b; 
Morley 2004). 
In analysing the fall in land-clearing rates measured by the SLATS from an 
average rate of 730,000 ha/year for the period 1988-1991 to 289,000 ha/year for 
1991-1995, Macintosh (2013, 7-8) identifies three causes:  the declining availability 
of uncleared land reducing the prospects for profitable rural development; a long-
term deterioration in terms of trade for rural landholders reducing economic 
incentive to clear land; and a combination of drought and global recession during the 
1991-1995 period (following above average rainfall and high commodity prices in 
the late 1980s and at the start of the decade).  In other words, the spike in the rate of 
land-clearing in 1990 was “due to peculiar factors in the economics of beef cattle” 
(Hamilton 2007, 71-72). 
In March 1995, the Goss government produced Draft State Guidelines for 
Broadscale Tree Clearing on Leasehold and Other State Lands in Queensland, which 
referred to the state’s obligations under the NSESD and NGRS (Queensland 
Government 1995a, 6).  According to Whelan and Lyons (2005, 601), the 
development of the draft guidelines was “an early victory” for the environmentalist-
led campaign.  Certainly, in the face of sizable protest from farmers and rural groups 
outside a community cabinet meeting in Emerald in early May, a government 
spokesperson claimed that too much weight had been given to the views of 
environmental groups in the drafting of the guidelines (Emerson 1995).  Within 
weeks of the policy introduction, the rural communities minister said he had been 
asked by Cabinet to chair a task force to examine the draft guidelines and secure a 
compromise with outraged rural stakeholders (Williams 1995a).   
A “scientific forum” of 17 scientists from three government departments was 
commissioned to report to a ministerial consultative committee working group on the 
 26 Chapter 2: Historical Context (Policy and Politics) 
production, economic and environmental impacts of BSLC in Queensland in view of 
the draft guidelines.  One of the economic findings of the report was that the release 
of the draft guidelines had “affected property values of undeveloped or lightly 
developed properties” in Central Queensland (Scanlan and Turner 1995, 30).  In 
December 1995, after consultation and alterations, the draft guidelines document was 
replaced by the Preliminary Tree Clearing Policy (PTCP) (Dixon 2003, 2). 
Reflecting on the July 1995 state election, which Labor narrowly won, the 
Premier said that the big issues in the state election were vegetation clearing, coastal 
protection and the Cape York conservation zone (Williams 1995b).  Later, a 
spokeperson for the Cattlemen’s Union claimed that:  “Labor, in its rush to secure the 
green vote, misjudged the rural backlash to its draft tree clearing prior to [the 1995] 
election” (QCL Staff Writer 1998a).  Similarly, a journalist later noted that the 
release of the draft guidelines “was deeply unpopular in rural areas and its effects 
were felt in the state election results” (Ryan 1999b).   
Norton (2013, 56) notes that a package deal negotiated between elements of the 
Goss government and peak green groups over various environmental reforms “saved 
several Labor seats in the 1995 state election”.  Indeed, the ACF printed cards for the 
election (used in some booths as how-to-vote cards) supporting Labor.  However, 
other commentators note that Queensland Greens preferences played an important 
role in the Goss government’s near-defeat in the 1995 election (Riley 1996; Williams 
2006b; Bennett 2008, 6).  In the lead up to the February 1996 Mundingburra by-
election, an ACF spokesperson claimed that it would effectively be a state 
referendum on environmental issues (Williams 1995b).  Following the by-election, 
the Borbidge Coalition government replaced the Goss Labor government. 
The PTCP categorised vegetation in three groups:  endangered and vulnerable, 
of concern, and not of concern (Queensland Government 1995b).  It also established 
“some major differences between freehold and leasehold title” and “a system of 
regional guidelines where policy could be adjusted in negotiation with regional 
stakeholders” (Rolfe 2000, 223).  The PTCP informed the issuing of land-clearing 
permits under the LA (ie., on leasehold land) until November 1997 (Dixon 2003, 2; 
Slee and Associates 1998, 39).  Incidentally, following the High Court’s Wik Peoples 
& Thayorre Peoples v State of Queensland (1996) (Wik) decision on native title in 
late 1996, a moratorium on issuing permits for BSLC on leasehold land was put in 
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place until the legal implications of the decision on land development and tenure 
issues were clarified (Stevenson 1997, 12; Slee and Associates 1998, 39; Dore, et al. 
1999, 56). 
Under the PTCP (Queensland Government 1995b, 8), a state-sponsored State 
Trees Group, comprising stakeholders, was established in early 1996 to oversee the 
development of local land-clearing guidelines for leasehold land across the state 
(Fear and Seefried 1999, 2).  The process of developing 34 local land-clearing 
guidelines across the state was completed in September 1997 (QCL Staff Writer 
1997c).  After revision, the PTCP became the Broadscale Tree Clearing Policy under 
the Borbidge Coalition government, approved in late October 1997 (Dixon 2003, 2; 
Environmental Protection Agency Queensland 1999, 3.49).  Chapter 5 Part 6 (on tree 
management) of the LA was proclaimed and became effective at the start of 
November (Hobbs 1997, 3838). 
Co-incidentally, in November 1997, the Borbidge government signed a 
partnership agreement with the federal government to release funds to Queensland 
from the commonwealth NHT under the National Heritage Trust Act 1997 (Cth) for 
National Vegetation Initiative (Bushcare) projects (Legislative Assembly of 
Queensland 1997, 4605; Kehoe 2014, 39).  According to Fear and Seefried (1999, 2-
3), the bilateral agreement, covering both leasehold and freehold land, committed the 
Queensland government to “reverse the long term decline in the quality and extent of 
Australia’s native vegetation cover” and have “effective measures in place to retain 
and manage vegetation, including controls on clearing”.  Similarly, Ryan (1997, 28) 
notes that the Bushcare Schedule of the 1997 NHT partnership agreements included 
“no net vegetation loss” as a performance indicator to be achieved by 2000.  Indeed, 
the federal environment minister, Robert Hill, in an opinion piece (Hill 2001b), later 
reminded readers of the “no net loss of vegetation by mid-2001” clause in the 
Bushcare agreement. 
In December, the Borbidge government also convened a regulatory framework 
task force for vegetation management (including key representatives) to consider 
freehold issues and make recommendations by March 1998 (Williams 1997b; QCL 
Staff Writer 1997d).  The task force included three representatives of the QCC, 
representatives of farming and grazing lobby groups, government departments and 
the Local Government Association of Queensland.  The Government Infrastructure 
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and Co-ordination Division (GICD) of the Department of the Premier and Cabinet 
prepared a series of discussion papers for the task force to address (GICD 1997). 
In January 1998, an inquiry of the Industry Commission into ecologically 
sustainable land management across Australia recommended the adoption of a 
statutory duty of care for the environment for landholders who owned or managed 
their land, regardless of legal title (Industry Commission 1998; Kehoe 2014, 72).  
This proposal, “rather than a more traditional regulatory approach” was welcomed by 
the United Graziers Association (McGown 1997).  Kehoe (71-72) contends that the 
introduction of a statutory duty of care for leasehold land was potentially an 
environmentally significant reform of the LA, yet the principle remained undefined 
until it was clarified in the 2007 amendments to the LA that were associated with a 
new Rural Leasehold Land Strategy.  Despite refinement of the legislation, Kehoe 
(232) suggests that:  “there is nothing to show that the duty of care condition, 
initially introduced in 1994, has had any significant and beneficial environmental 
impact on rural State land”.  Similarly, Rolfe (2000, 212) argues that:  “the effect of 
the introduction of the tree clearing guidelines in 1995… had little impact on the rate 
of tree clearing in Queensland, although it… reduced clearing in a number of 
vegetation communities”.   
Indeed, as Kehoe (2014, 39) notes, SLATS figures showed that “from the start 
of the policy in 1995, and throughout the Coalition years [February 1996-June 1998], 
the rate of clearing increased”.  The SLATS report for 1995-1997 recorded the 
average annual clearing rate at 340,000 ha/year, 18 percent higher than the 1991-
1995 period (DNR, Queensland 1999, 5).  For the 1997 to 1999 period, SLATS 
recorded average annual clearing at 425,000 ha/year, 47 percent higher than the 
average annual rate in the 1991-1995 period (DNR, Queensland 2000, 4).  According 
to Macintosh (2012, 175), “the ineffectiveness of the 1995 regime was due to two 
main factors:  clearing on freehold land was largely unregulated in most agricultural 
areas and the regime that applied to leasehold land contained numerous exemptions”. 
According to Whelan and Lyons (2005, 601), the 1996 SoE report provided 
further impetus for the environmental non-government organisation (ENGO) 
campaign against land-clearing, by raising the national profile of the extent and 
impacts of clearing.  For instance, the SoE (SoE Advisory Council 1996, 10.13-
10.14) stated that “clearance of native vegetation [was] the single greatest threat to 
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terrestrial biodiversity” and, with reference to Queensland, that “in 1994 alone, 
permits were granted for the clearing of almost 1.1 million hectares, of which only 
about 0.4 million hectares was re-growth or woody weeds”.  Whelan and Lyons 
(2005, 601-602) note that despite the shift from a state to a national issue, a 
mobilisation led by the Wilderness Society produced “a range of community 
campaigning and public awareness-raising activities in the lead up to the 1998 
Queensland State election”. 
In February 1998, the conservationist campaign to urge the Queensland 
government to introduce controls on the clearing of freehold land was launched 
(Williams 1998).  For the June 1998 state election, TWS (1998, 2) produced an 
election campaign document, Queensland Environment, which stated that “the 
preliminary tree clearing guidelines introduced by the previous ALP Government 
were changed for the worse by the National Liberal Government”, and that nearly 
950,000 hectares (ha) of Queensland bush had been approved for clearing under the 
Borbidge-Sheldon (Coalition) government.  Despite the Borbidge administration’s 
establishment of the regulatory framework task force for vegetation management in 
December 1997, in the week before the election, the rural press described the 
government as being in “election-induced paralysis on vegetation management on 
freehold land” (QCL Staff Writer 1998a).   
Norton (2013, 57) notes that although the Greens directed preferences to 
Labor, “environmental issues were less salient in the 1998 state election than they 
had been in 1995”.  Indeed, Wanna (1998, 592) notes that in the 1998 election 
campaign, “policy issues were almost entirely overshadowed by the issue of the entry 
of One Nation and the allocation of preferences by the Coalition to One Nation”.   
BSLC does not appear to have been an important campaign issue for One 
Nation, although the party’s primary industries policy included a statement that “One 
Nation strongly supports the Right to Farm” (Pauline Hanson’s One Nation 1998).  
In the QCL, the presidents of the Cattlemen’s Union, the United Graziers’ 
Association, and the Cattle Council of Australia, and the Chairman of Canegrowers 
all expressed concerns about One Nation’s policies (QCL Staff Writer 1998b).  In 
debate on the Vegetation Management Bill in parliament in 1999, the leader of the 
National Party and of the Opposition would argue that the legislation was “a repeat… 
of the approach to the bush… in relation to native title”, further claiming:  “this is 
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much more of the stuff that created Pauline Hanson” (Borbidge 1999, 6323).  The 
reference was apparently to the Native Title Act 1993 (Cth) and the High Court’s 
Wik decision (1996).   It also reflects the fact that as a result of the sudden rise of 
Pauline Hanson’s One Nation in the 1998 Queensland state election, “the Coalition 
partners were the biggest losers with the National Party's support falling by 11.1% to 
15.2%, their lowest first preference vote since the Second World War” (Newman 
1998, 3).   
Later in 1998 (Edgar 1998), one columnist wrote that “prior to the State 
election, the Labor party’s policy statement on bio-diversity clearly stated there was 
going to be legislation relating to the control and management of vegetation and tree 
clearing on all tenures”.  Although an ALP member of parliament also later said that 
“it was a fundamental election commitment that [Labor] would act to reduce the 
enormous land clearing that was occurring on freehold land” (Clark 1999, 6316), no 
such statements are contained in available Queensland Labor election policy 
statements produced in 1997 (ALP Queensland 1997).  An exhaustive search for the 
text of the 1998 Queensland ALP biodiversity policy for the purposes of confirming 
this statement was fruitless.  However, a QCC document also notes that Labor was 
returned to power “with the promise of introducing tenure neutral clearing controls” 
(QCC 2000, 1). 
In August 1998, the new (Beattie government) environment and heritage and 
natural resources minister, Rod Welford, announced that he would “abandon the 
Natural Resource Management Bill (Qld), which had been bogged down in 
legislative drafting difficulties for three years” (CM Staff Writer 1998).  The bill had 
been a Borbidge government attempt to merge various pieces of legislation into one.  
QCC Correspondence shows that conservation groups preferred stand-alone 
legislation for vegetation protection (Holt 1998).  In October 1998, Welford (1998, 
2) wrote to former members of the Borbidge government’s task force on the 
regulatory framework for vegetation management to confirm his intention to 
“instigate processes directed at the preparation of native vegetation management 
guidelines for freehold land”. 
In March 1999, Welford established a Vegetation Management Advisory 
Committee (VMAC) to guide policy development promoting native vegetation 
protection and to help implement the commitments made to the commonwealth by 
 Chapter 2: Historical Context (Policy and Politics) 31 
the previous state government (Fear and Seefried 1999, 3; Welford 1999, 712).  The 
VMAC replaced the State Trees Group and oversaw a review of the Broadscale Tree 
Clearing Policy (Welford 1999b, 2).  The committee of stakeholders met seven times 
between March and November 1999.  According to Kehoe (2014, 96), divergence of 
views within the committee was greatest between the environmentalists, represented 
by the QCC, and the landholders, represented by the Queensland Farmers Federation 
(QFF) and AgForce (which was newly-formed through a merger of the United 
Graziers Association, the Cattleman’s Union and the Grain Growers Association).  
When it presented its Report on Interim Tree Clearing Policy for Freehold Land in 
mid-November, “there was only one area on which the Committee was unanimous 
on clearance and this was that no clearing should occur in areas of endangered 
remnant ecosystems” (Kehoe 2014, 97).   
In early October 1999, it was reported that there had been “an explosion in the 
number of Government-issued clearing permits for leasehold land” in 1999, and a 
SLATS report was also released, showing Queensland’s average clearing rate had 
reached a new peak of 340,000 ha/year in the period 1995-1997, 57 percent of which 
was on freehold land (Greber and Ryan 1999a).  In response, the Premier announced 
that the Queensland government would have appropriate land-clearing controls in 
place before the end of 1999 (Beattie 1999; Greber and Ryan 1999b).  Later in 
October, a West Australian professor of environmental management was quoted in 
the Sydney Morning Herald as describing Queensland’s rate of clearing as a 
“national disgrace, bordering on the criminal” (Roberts 1999).   
While a 32-page report, entitled State of the Environment in Queensland was 
produced in 1990 in preparation for a state conservation strategy (Department of 
Environment and Heritage, Queensland 1990), Queensland’s first comprehensive 
State of the Environment (QSoE) report was released in November 1999 (Ryan 
1999c).  The 1999 report confirmed the destruction of native habitat through BSLC 
as the factor contributing most to the loss of biodiversity in Queensland 
(Environmental Protection Agency, Queensland 1999, 7.11).  A Queensland Greens 
spokesperson was quoted as saying the government could expect conflict with the 
environment movement if it failed to introduce BSLC controls in response to the 
1999 QSoE report (Ryan 1999c). 
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In late November, the national current affairs program 60 Minutes documented 
the extent of BSLC in Queensland (QCC 2000, 1).  Then, in early December 1999, 
Premier Beattie told reporters he had seen “an awful amount” of burning while flying 
to a community Cabinet meeting at Charters Towers, and that the cause of the fires 
appeared to be panic clearing to beat planned restrictions on BSLC (Franklin 1999b). 
The Vegetation Management Bill was introduced into parliament on 8 
December 1999 and passed on 10 December 1999.  However, its proclamation was 
delayed until 15 September 2000 to give the Queensland government time to 
negotiate with the commonwealth government about compensation for affected 
landholders on freehold land (Dixon 2003, 3).  Initially, the Premier demanded that 
the federal government should fund all compensation associated with the law 
(McKenna 1999). 
Kehoe (2014, 105) notes that neither the VMAC report nor a recently-
completed report on BSLC produced by staff of the Department of Primary 
Industries (DPI) was made available before or during parliamentary debate on the 
Vegetation Management Bill in December 1999.  In fact, the DPI report was taken to 
Cabinet “as an example of agency capture”, thereby becoming confidential until it 
was later leaked (Greber 1999).  The report, produced by three agricultural 
economists, suggested that farmers should receive $500 million in compensation for 
BSLC controls on freehold land (Parnell 2003a; Parnell 2003b). 
The 34 local guidelines approved in 1997 were repealed in December 1999, 
and a new Broadscale Tree Clearing Policy for leasehold land, which increased the 
level of protection for regional ecosystems with an “of concern” conservation status, 
was introduced (Boulter, et al. 2000, 18).  The VMA amended the Integrated 
Planning Act 1997 (Qld) (IPA) to make clearing on freehold land a form of 
assessable development for which approval was required (Boulter, et al. 2000, 18; 
Leverington and Coleman 2002; McGrath 2002/2003, 90-99). 
2.5 QUEENSLAND LEGISLATIVE, POLICY, AND POLITICAL 
DEVELOPMENTS (2000-2006) 
In early February 2000, more than 500 angry farmers protested against the 
State Government plans in Emerald (Greber 2000).   On 13 February, a crowd of 
1000 angry graziers converged on the town of Winton to picket a community Cabinet 
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meeting (O’Malley 2000a).  The following account of the latter event from the CM 
provides a sense of the political dynamics involved: 
During a heated address at the town hall, Mr Beattie tried to turn the crowd’s 
anger towards the Federal Government’s biodiversity protection Bill….  Mr 
Beattie told the graziers he would stick to his vow not to proclaim his tree-
clearing laws unless the Federal Government contributed to the state’s 
compensation package.  But he warned that if the controls did not come into 
effect before July, the biodiversity laws would be triggered, imposing even 
harsher restrictions on graziers….  “I am telling you now, if you don’t like 
my vegetation Bill you will be terrified by (federal Environment Minister 
Robert) Hill’s biodiversity Bill,” he told the gathering (O’Malley 2000a). 
Later in February, the Beattie government committed $111 million over four 
years to support the implementation of the new Act, and sought a $103.2 million 
contribution from the commonwealth to help compensate landowners (Beattie 
2000b).  However, requests from the Queensland ALP government for the Howard 
Coalition federal government to extend NHT funding to finance the implementation 
of the VMA were denied (Beattie 2000c).  Indeed, soon after the passage of the 
VMA, the federal environment minister commissioned the Australian Bureau of 
Agricultural and Resource Economics (ABARE) to compile a report on the financial 
impact of the law on landholders (McKenna 1999; McKenna 2000a; Ryan 2000b).  
The results of the audit were withheld by the federal minister from April until 
September 2000, when the VMA was “watered down… in the face of farmer 
protests” (Ryan 2000b).  The audit found that the “agricultural cost of land clearing 
restrictions was estimated to be around $240 million in net present value” but “that 
total dropped to $151 million after the costs of [GHGE] from clearing – estimated at 
$15 a tonne – were taken into account” (Ryan 2000b). 
In early March, 1500 farmers from throughout the state converged on another 
community Cabinet meeting in Roma to protest the laws.  At that protest,  
the Premier promised to repeal laws restricting clearing before they came into effect 
in December if attempts to extract compensation from the Commonwealth failed.  
Regarding “of concern” vegetation, which included species with 30 percent or less of 
their original range remaining, the Premier also told the rally:  “what we will instead 
seek to do with the 3.5 million hectares of land which is ‘of concern’ is to work with 
local landholders to have a voluntary management plan.  The 0.25 percent of the 
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state covered by endangered (ecosystems) is the only thing which will be 
proclaimed” (O’Malley 2000b). 
The amendments to the VMA outlined by the Premier at the rally were made 
with the passage of the Vegetation Management Amendment Act 2000 (Qld) in 
August “after a deadline set with the Federal Government for financial assistance to 
compensate farmers for loss of clearing rights passed without a response” (Williams 
2000).  With the removal of mandatory controls on the clearing of freehold land in 
“of concern” regional ecosystems from the VMA, voluntary action by regional 
vegetation planning committees and regional vegetation management plans 
(RVMPs) was relied upon to protect “of concern” vegetation on freehold land (Dixon 
2003, 3; Kehoe 2014, 217-218). 
Kehoe (2014, 50) contends that Queensland was slower than other states to 
introduce vegetation management legislation and provide recompense for 
landholders.  This may be a matter of interpretation.  In South Australia, regulations 
under the Planning Act 1982 (SA) were introduced in May 1983 to control broad 
scale clearing (Miles, et al. 1998, 22).  A financial package was later offered to 
landholders who were refused permission to clear under the Native Vegetation 
Management Act 1985 (SA) and Native Vegetation Management Act 1991 (SA) 
(Farrier 1995, 343-350; Miles, et al. 1998, 22; Mercer 2000, 140; Smith 2003, 36-
38).  Another example of legislation that was accompanied by financial incentives 
for landholders was the Native Vegetation Conservation Act 1997 (NSW), which 
established a Native Vegetation Management Fund enabling grants to landholders for 
protection work (Smith 2003, 20).   
When the Beattie government tied the proclamation of the VMA to federal 
funding, Senator Hill, the federal environment minister pointed out that other states 
had passed comparable legislation without requests for funding (Griffith and Greber 
1999; Johnstone 1999).  As debate over an appropriate amount of compensation for 
Queensland’s VMA continued in the media, comparison was made with South 
Australia’s allocation of $70 million to landholder adjustment in 1991 (after a ban on 
all clearing); and with the New South Wales decision to offer $15 million in 
adjustment funds in 1997 (Holland and Brown 2000).  An investigative journalist 
(Dickie 2000) noted at the time that no provision for compensation to landholders 
was made in Victoria, where “clearing dropped by two thirds after the overnight 
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introduction of permit requirements on blocks over 0.4 hectares in 1989”.  This was a 
reference to the Statewide regional vegetation management plan (RVMP) controls 
introduced with planning provisions made under the Planning and Environment Act 
1987 (Vic) (Department of Natural Resources and Environment, Victoria 2002, 34).   
Upon commencement in mid-September 2000, Queensland’s VMA was 
“rolled-in” to the IPA (Simmonds 2009, 5).  As Wilson, et al. (2002, 7) explain, this 
meant that clearing on freehold land was “code assessable” under the IPA and the 
Integrated Development Assessment System.  According to Kehoe (2014, 152, 162), 
the fact that the legislative scheme for vegetation clearing offences required the 
VMA to be read with applicable and complex planning legislation was further 
complicated when the IPA was replaced by the Sustainable Planning Act 2009 (Qld). 
Two days after the proclamation of the VMA, the federal government 
announced a Cabinet plan to use NHT funds to buy land-clearing rights from farmers 
(McKenna 2000b), but soon followed with the announcement that the plan would 
only be implemented if the Queensland government imposed a cap on land-clearing 
permits of 350,000 ha/year (McKenna and Greber 2000).  AgForce initially opposed 
the proposal (McKenna 2000c) but later indicated it was willing to accept a cap 
(Ryan 2000c). 
Whelan and Lyons (2005, 602) note that “the introduction of [the VMA] 
sparked a furious backlash from rural communities, manifest in rates of ‘panic 
clearing’ that were previously unseen in Queensland’s history”, a response which 
“reflected a failure in the legislation to engender strong community support”.  Kehoe 
(2014, 108) contends that “it was predictable that landholders would clear whilst the 
opportunity to do so legally remained; and it was equally predictable that the 
government could have expected the mere passing of the Act would have the effect 
of a starter’s pistol”.  As Kehoe (20, 80, 108) observes, the Beattie government 
persistently assured rural landholders that the VMA would bring certainty 
and protect the unique biodiversity of the State… [but] the political 
manoeuvring underlying the VMA led to extensive uncertainty; and 
perversely, delay in proclaiming the VMA, caused a peak phase of land 
clearing… and a classic example of panic clearing... particularly on freehold 
land. 
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During 1999 and 2000, SLATS recorded the highest clearing rate since 
monitoring began, with the average annual area cleared totalling 758,000 ha/year.  
This was 78 percent higher than the 1997-1999 average rate of 425,000 ha/year.  
Prior to the proclamation of the VMA (during 1999-2000), 498,000 ha/year was 
cleared on freehold land and 252,000 on leasehold land.  Following the proclamation 
of the Act (2000-2001), the clearing rate was 168,000 ha/year for freehold land, and 
201,000 ha/year for leasehold land.  The reduction of the overall rate of clearing to 
378,000 ha/year during 2000-2001 represented a decline of 50 percent (Department 
of Natural Resources and Mines, Queensland 2003, 5).  This would appear to be 
clear evidence of the effectiveness of the VMA in reducing BSLC. 
According to Whelan and Lyons (2005, 602), “between 2000 and 2004, a 
coordinated campaign was waged by [TWS], [QCC], the Worldwide Fund for Nature 
and the [ACF]” to pressure the Queensland government to strengthen the VMA.  For 
instance, in early March 2001, the ACF released BSLC estimate figures ranking 
Australia sixth worldwide in land cleared.  The figures suggested that the nationwide 
land-clearing rate had jumped by about seven percent in 2000, and that Queensland 
accounted for three-quarters of the total (Ryan 2001c). 
The Greens Party attempted to make BSLC policy an issue in the 2001 by-
election campaign for the federal seat of Ryan in Queensland, one month after Labor 
had won the Queensland state election on 17 February.  The Queensland Greens 
called for a commitment to national laws to mandate land-clearing limits.  Federal 
Labor (in Opposition between 1996 and 2007), proposed legislation to mandate no 
net loss of trees by 2005, and a commonwealth right of veto over applications to 
clear more than 1000 ha at a time.  On the strength of this policy stance, the Greens 
directed their preferences to Labor in Ryan (Atkins 2001; Johnstone 2001; Atkins 
2001; Ryan 2001d).  However, “voter dissatisfaction with the former member John 
Moore whose early retirement… had forced the by-election”, and attitudes regarding 
the Goods and Services Tax and petrol prices were apparently more significant 
factors in the by-election result than Greens preferences (Wear 2001, 532).  Ryan 
changed hands for the first time when the ALP won the by-election, but reverted to 
the Liberals in the next general election (Green, 2007).   
Soon after the Ryan by-election, the CM portrayed the political power game 
around BSLC as follows: 
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As is his wont, Premier Peter Beattie has fashioned the land-clearing issue 
into one of the cudgels he uses regularly against the Commonwealth to 
reinforce his own political position.  He has insisted that a cap on land-
clearing rates must be conditional upon more than $100 million in 
compensation from Canberra.  [Federal environment minister] Senator Hill’s 
apparent determination to ensure some certainty about the rate of future land 
clearing in this state, while at the same time trying to prevent Mr Beattie 
from gaining the political upper hand on the issue, has resulted in a stand-off 
which benefits no one and frustrates everyone (CM Staff Writer 2001a). 
In June 2001, it was claimed by AgForce that Premier Beattie had deliberately 
stalled negotiations with farm groups over a cap on land-clearing because he 
expected that the outcome would conflict with the federal ALP pledge of no net loss 
of trees by 2005 (McKenna 2001b).  The suggestion that Beattie had delayed 
progress on the cap reportedly threatened the Labor-Greens statewide preference deal 
for the 2001 federal general election, which Labor lost (McKenna 2001b). 
The Queensland Liberal-National Coalition split after the state election in 
February 2001 (not re-forming until mid-2003).  During campaigning for a state by-
election in the Queensland seat of Surfers Paradise in early May 2001, the Liberal 
Party announced a BSLC policy which included a cap on land-clearing and measures 
to control panic clearing, while the National Party’s BSLC policy included a 
proposal to compensate landholders for clearing restrictions but no clearing cap 
(Vale 2001; Franklin 2001). 
In June 2002, the Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) released its first 
Measuring Australia’s Progress study, which contained discussion of land clearance 
as a “headline indicator” of sustainable use of natural capital, alongside biodiversity, 
water, air quality and greenhouse gases (ABS 2002, 1-2).  The report noted that land 
clearance continued to have a major impact on Australia’s biodiversity, soil and 
water, and that about 470,000 ha of native vegetation were cleared in 1999, an annual 
rate around 40 percent higher than in 1991 (ABS 2002 1, 26).  However, according 
to a polemical response to the ABS report by an Institute of Public Affairs 
researcher, the ABS did not “place the 470,000 hectares in any context relative to the 
land mass of Australia, the area planted to new forests, and the area of trees naturally 
thickening and regenerating” (Marohasy 2003, 9; Thomson 2003a). 
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Incidentally, in 1997, according to the then (Coalition) state minister for 
natural resources, a DPI study indicated that “woodland thickening” (as opposed to 
regrowth after clearing) “was absorbing approximately 140 million tonnes of carbon 
dioxide each year”, (QCL Staff Writer 1997e).  Yet, while the positive benefits of 
vegetation thickening as a carbon sink were highlighted in 1997, by 2003-2004, 
thickening was also seen by the Coalition (in Opposition) as an economic problem 
for graziers (Thomson 2004c).  It is also worth noting that an episode of the ABC TV 
science program Catalyst reported in August 2005 that:  “contrary to previous ideas, 
for the first time, [it had] been proven that the main driver behind thickening and 
thinning [was] climate”, rather than land management (Willis 2005).  The 
Queensland Herbarium’s Principal Botanist stated that research by the organisation 
had shown that vegetation thickening was “not some sort of disease that [was] in 
need of treatment by clearing”, that woodlands were functioning well, and that 
clearing was undermining natural processes (Willis 2005). 
In early August 2002, the Queensland government hosted a salinity summit in 
Brisbane (Beattie 2002).  In September 2002, the Beattie Cabinet approved interim 
changes to restrict further clearing on freehold and leasehold land in areas in 
Queensland’s section of the Murray Darling Basin (MDB) which had less than 30 
percent remnant vegetation remaining (Dixon 2003, 10).  The measure, described as 
“the first tangible outcome arising from the recent community summit on salinity” 
was intended to apply until draft regional vegetation management plans (RVMPs) for 
the MDB were released (Robertson 2002).  The first of the draft RVMPs, which had 
been under development since the VMA was amended in 2000, became available in 
October 2002 (O’Malley 2002; Dixon 2003, 10).   
In November 2002, the newly-formed Wentworth Group of Concerned 
Scientists released its first report, entitled Blueprint for a Living Continent, which 
argued that “landclearing is a major driver of ecosystem damage that leads to dryland 
salinity, declining water quality and species extinction” and that “stopping the 
broadscale destruction of remnant native vegetation [was] the single most important 
action the Queensland, New South Wales and Tasmanian governments [could] take 
to protect the future of Australia’s landscapes” (Cullen, et al. 2002, 10-11).  The 
report encouraged the Commonwealth to provide matching financial assistance to 
ensure that such state controls could be implemented in a manner that was fair to 
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farmers, and argued that if states chose not to act, then it was time “for the 
Commonwealth to consider withholding financial assistance from the [NHT] and 
[NAPSWQ] to government agencies in these States” (11).  In late February 2003, 
over $25 million in joint Commonwealth and State funding through the NAPSWQ 
was announced for sustainable land use and environmental projects across 
Queensland (Robertson 2003a; Dixon 2003, 13). 
In January 2003, the Worldwide Fund for Nature (WWF) released a report 
(Cogger, et al. 2003, 4) which calculated that approximately 100 million native 
mammals, birds and reptiles had died annually between 1997 and 1999 due to broad-
scale clearing of remnant vegetation.  The calculations were based on Queensland 
Herbarium (Accad, et al. 2001) analysis of remnant vegetation change in 
Queensland.  The WWF report estimated that the average annual clearing rate of 
446,000 ha of remnant vegetation during the 1997-1999 period involved the loss of 
190 million trees (Cogger, et al. 2003, 4). 
In late January 2003, the Queensland government released the SLATS report 
for 1999-2001 (Robertson 2003b).  The Premier particularly highlighted satellite 
imagery showing 61,000 ha of bush suspected to have been illegally cleared in 
Queensland in the period (Jones, et al. 2003; Sullivan 2004, 5).  A suite of proposed 
new penalties for illegal clearing were also announced, pending Cabinet approval 
(Robertson 2003b; QCL Staff Writer 2003a).  As Kehoe (2014, 165-187) notes, the 
measures were introduced by controversial amendments to the provisions of the 
VMA and the LA particularly relating to enforcement and compliance, through the 
Natural Resources and Other Legislation Amendment Act 2003 (Qld).   
The Queensland Council of Civil Liberties criticised the amendments for 
removing the right to remain silent and the defence of an honest and reasonable 
mistake, reversing the onus of proof, and allowing Government officials to obtain 
criminal histories and enter properties without consent (ABC Staff Writer 2003; 
Thomson 2003b).  Bredhauer (2003; 2004) discusses these amendments from a legal 
perspective, and Sullivan (2003) from a compliance perspective.  McGrath (2004, 
166) points out that Bredhauer’s analysis and commentary does not include “an 
acknowledgment of the practical reality of tree clearing offences or of the difficulty 
and cost of investigation and enforcement” or that the normal protections of 
landholders’ civil rights in criminal proceedings remained unaffected. 
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In late March 2003, Property Rights Australia (PRA) was formed (CM Staff 
Writer 2003; Morley 2003).  Although the organisation had national aspirations, its 
initial focus was on Queensland legislation, and it was incorporated under the 
Associations Incorporation Act 1981 (Qld).  A statement of the objectives of the 
organisation accessed in 2015 includes “[the provision of] support, through the 
Property Rights Australia Fighting Fund, to legal test cases and matters of 
significance to protect and wherever possible enhance property rights for the benefit 
of property owners and their communities” (PRA 2009). 
In mid-May 2003, the Beattie government announced an indefinite moratorium 
on new land-clearing applications, designed to prevent panic clearing in the context 
of negotiations between the commonwealth and Queensland governments over a 
compensation package to accompany a phase-out of remnant vegetation clearing 
(Parnell 2003b; Bredhauer 2003).  The policy protected “of-concern” vegetation, but 
included exemptions for regrowth and woody weeds (Parnell 2003d).  It also 
involved a proposed compensation package and a ballot system to decide which 
farmers could clear remnant vegetation under a state-wide cap of 500,000 ha before 
the phase-out at the end of 2006 (Parnell 2003e).  The commonwealth and 
Queensland governments each agreed to provide $75 million in compensation funds 
(O’Malley and Odgers 2003; Parnell and Odgers 2003).  The moratorium was 
formalised in the Vegetation (Applications for Clearing) Act 2003 (Qld) (Giskes 
2004, 4; PC 2004, 390).  In state parliament, the three Liberal MPs crossed the floor 
to vote with the Beattie government on the BSLC moratorium, only six weeks after 
signing of a new coalition agreement with the National Party (Odgers 2003).  A 
spokesperson for TWS declared the moratorium “a turning point in Australia’s 
environmental history” (Schneiders, quoted in Whelan and Lyons 2005, 602). 
In response, the Queensland branch of the National Party and primary 
industries lobby group AgForce proposed delaying a federal-state agreement until the 
completion of RVMPs and the PC draft report (Parnell and Morley 2003; Thomson 
2003c).  Then, after a visit by the Prime Minister to Mitchell and Roma in early July, 
the Howard government announced a taskforce comprising representatives from 
AgForce, the QFF and the commonwealth (Wilkie 2003).  As one journalist put it, 
the taskforce was intended “to examine the information provided by the State 
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Government and weigh up farmers’ rights versus environmental objectives” (Parnell 
2003d). 
As noted above, a suppressed report which held interest for some journalists 
was the DPI report completed in December 1999 which estimated the cost of 
compensation for vegetation controls at $500 million (Parnell 2003a).  In the midst 
of debate over the proposed ban on remnant vegetation clearing by 2006, the 1999 
report was referred to ABARE for analysis, and in July 2003, the Queensland 
Premier released the ABARE analysis (Beattie 2003; ABARE 2003), which found 
that the DPI study’s assumptions contributed to “a significant escalation in the 
estimated opportunity cost” (Parnell 2003b).  In response, the QCL published an 
opinion piece from PRA criticising the fact that the ABARE opportunity cost 
estimate of $181 million was based on the business-as-usual assumption that “only 
4.8 million of the 49 million hectares it identified as clearable would in fact be 
cleared over the next 25 years” (Devine 2003). 
In July, the Beattie government “took out several full page advertisements in a 
country newspaper… to try to spread the message about the detail of the tree-clearing 
laws” and held a “high-level meeting” between the state government, environment 
groups and agricultural leaders (Wardill 2003).  In August, Premier Beattie told 
parliament that he expected an agreement by October, but by early October, he 
conceded he could not set a realistic time frame (Parnell 2003f).  Noting that more 
than 100,000 ha of bush (including about 60,000 ha of regrowth and remnant 
vegetation) had been approved for clearing since the introduction of the moratorium, 
TWS argued the moratorium had been undermined (Parnell 2003f).   
In November 2003, 420 concerned ecologists and wildlife scientists wrote a 
letter to the Australian Prime Minister and the Queensland Premier to warn that “for 
every 100 hectares of native woodlands that were cleared, some 2000 birds, 15,000 
reptiles and 500 native animals would die as a consequence of losing the habitat” 
(Thomson 2003d).  The letter, known as the Brigalow Declaration, was described by 
the shadow natural resources minister as “emotive nonsense” (Thomson 2003d).  
Later in November, the Premier issued an ultimatum to the effect that the 
Queensland government would press ahead with its half of the proposed $150 
million compensation package if the federal government did not deliver on the 
arrangement by the February sitting of state parliament (Wardill and O’Malley 
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2003).  However, before parliament could sit again, the Premier called a snap 
election. 
In December 2003, the PC inquiry released its Impacts of Native Vegetation 
and Biodiversity Regulation draft report (Morley and Parnell 2003).  In reporting the 
findings of the draft report, QCL led with the following paragraph:  “A [PC] report 
indicates the $150 million compensation proposed by the state and federal 
governments for a ban on tree clearing will not even cover one shire’s losses” (QCL 
Staff Writer 2003b).  The reference was to a case study of Murweh shire in 
Queensland (PC 2004). 
In the context of a state election campaign in January 2004, Premier Beattie 
announced that Labor had decided to “go it alone” to fund the full $150 million cost 
of compensation for farmers to phase out broad-scale clearing of remnant vegetation 
by December 2006 if re-elected (Odgers and Parnell 2004; Odgers, Wardill and 
Parnell 2004; QCL Staff Writer 2004a).  A CM editorial described the go-it-alone 
policy as follows: 
The decision cuts through a ridiculous political impasse between the State 
and Federal governments, both of which agree that the tree-clearing ban 
should be implemented for environmental and ecological reasons.  While the 
Howard Government accepts in principle that tree-clearing in Queensland 
should be greatly reduced, it has refused to commit itself to providing funds 
earmarked as compensation.  Although no one said so in specific terms, the 
problem was that the National Party was desperately anxious not to be seen 
to be supporting a policy that would infuriate rural lobby groups such as 
AgForce, antagonise individual farmers and graziers and provide yet another 
weapon for independents challenging National Party candidates in rural 
electorates (CM Staff Writer 2004a). 
Environment group spokespeople welcomed the decision (Odgers, Wardill and 
Parnell 2004a; TWS 2004c), but Williams notes that the announcement of the go-it-
alone approach “failed to satisfy either farmers or the Greens” (Williams 2004, 637).  
Indeed, according to analysis by federal parliamentary library researchers, the policy 
had the effect of “throwing the Green party off-guard and antagonising the farmers’ 
spokespeople at Agforce who described the promise as ‘an appalling political act’” 
(Bennett and Newman 2004, 6).  Williams (2006, 326) argues that “Labor’s policy 
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boasted three intended effects:  it would harness voters’ environmental concerns; it 
would exploit traditional anti‐Canberra sentiment; and it would further cleave a State 
Coalition already strained over differing tree‐clearing policies”.   
Regarding the ALP policies on both BSLC and wild rivers, Bennett and 
Newman (2004, 9) note that “inexplicably, the Green support for these proposals 
seemed far more lukewarm than the keenness with which [TWS] had supported 
them”.  For instance, while the Greens Party directed preferences to the ALP in a 
number of key marginal seats across Queensland, curiously, it did not in the seat of 
Indooroopilly, whose sitting ALP member, Ronan Lee, was a strong supporter of a 
ban on land-clearing (Parnell 2004a; TWS 2004c; O’Malley 2004b; Bennett and 
Newman 2004, 9; Williams 2006, 329).  Ironically, Lee later defected from the ALP 
to become the first Greens member of parliament in Queensland (Williams 2008). 
For the 2004 election, TWS produced a television advertisement campaign and, 
as it had done in 2001, sponsored a website at the domain voteenvironment.com.au.  
One page of the 2004 election website described the significance of the ALP policy 
in the following terms: 
No other State has halted broadscale clearing while it has still had large areas 
of bushland to protect.  Elsewhere, proper protection for native woodlands 
has only come when the majority of the bushland is gone, and widespread 
land degradation has already set in.  This step gives Queensland a chance to 
avoid many of the problems now confronting southern states, and find a 
new, more sustainable way to manage our bushland, and make a living from 
the land.  Future generations will recognise this decision as an historic 
turning point in how Australians relate to their harsh but beautiful 
environment (TWS 2004a). 
Whether it is an overstatement or not, according to Whelan and Lyons (2005, 
596), “landclearing dominated the political and media agenda throughout the 2004 
Queensland state election”.  Regarding Coalition policy, the CM noted that the leader 
of the Liberal Party “revealed on the second-last day of the campaign that his policy 
costings had also allocated just $150 million for land-clearing” (Parnell 2004b).  Yet 
Liberal Party policy does not appear to have advocated a ban on BSLC (CM Staff 
Writer 2004b; TWS 2004b).  Despite opposition to the ALP policy from farmers’ 
and landholders’ groups, “only a small swing was recorded against Labor in rural 
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seats in the 2004 state election” (Norton 2013, 59; also Bennett and Newman 2004, 
11).  Williams (2004, 641) does argue that Labor lost the seat of Charters Towers to 
the Nationals on the issue of BSLC. 
After the election, the natural resources minister claimed that the government 
had won a clear and decisive mandate to implement its policies and that the new 
legislation would be introduced when parliament resumed (Thomson 2004d).  
Indeed, the Vegetation Management and Other Legislation Amendment Bill 
(VMOLA Bill) was the first legislation introduced in the new parliament (Robertson 
2004a).  The newly-elected Liberal member for Surfers Paradise told parliament that 
the new bill was “the best policy for a sustainable triple bottom line in Queensland” 
(Langbroek 2004, 297).  Norton (2013, 59) describes the implementation of the 
Beattie government’s 2004 state election promise to phase broad-scale clearing of 
remnant native vegetation by December 2006 as “perhaps the most important 
environmental policy achievement of state Labor governments”.   
As a DNR compliance officer noted regarding the passage of the VMOLA Act 
in May 2004:   
the legislative framework [was] streamlined with vegetation clearing on both 
freehold and leasehold land now managed under the [VMA] 1999.  The link 
to IPA [was] maintained but the [LA] 1994 no longer [applied], except in 
relation to offences that occurred on leasehold or other state land prior to the 
enactment of the VMOLA legislation (Sullivan 2004, 2). 
The final draft of the PC’s Impacts of Native Vegetation and Biodiversity 
Regulation report was completed in April 2004 and released by the federal 
government in August (Thomson 2004e).  It concluded that in the previous two 
decades, legislation to prevent clearing of native vegetation on private land had been 
heavily relied upon to achieve biodiversity and other environmental objectives, and 
suggested that this approach had “serious design and implementation deficiencies, in 
many cases leading to inefficient, ineffective and inequitable outcomes” (PC 2004, 
xlvi).   
The QCL reported that the release of the report “prompted the Commonwealth 
to call for the development of a national vegetation framework” (Thomson 2004f).  
Certainly, primary industries lobby groups including the NFF and AgForce made that 
call (Thomson 2004g; Thomson 2004e).  Indeed, the NFF had called for an “inter-
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governmental agreement on native vegetation management” since the release of the 
draft PC inquiry report (White 2004; QCL Staff Writer 2004b).  However, the 
official federal government response to the recommendations of the inquiry 
(Australian Government 2004) made no such call.  A search of Hansard for the week 
of the report’s release only indicates that the federal (National Party) member for 
Maranoa, Bruce Scott, called for the PC report to be discussed at the next COAG 
meeting in the interests of developing “a national approach to native vegetation and 
biodiversity” (Scott 2004, 32977).  Presumably, QCL acquired further information 
about “the Federal Government’s plans to implement the recommendations via a 
national framework for vegetation legislation to be developed at the next COAG 
meeting” (Thomson 2004e), but the source was not specified.   
The QCL reported that:  “Among the PC’s notable criticisms of the Queensland 
situation were the cost of vegetation thickening, the loss of property rights, and the 
lack of recognition of regional environmental differences” (Thomson 2004f).  
Another characterisation of the PC inquiry report (Witt 2012, 259) is that it found 
“that landholders were subjected to an unreasonable share of the burden imposed by 
native vegetation and biodiversity regulations with very little measurable public 
benefit”.  The report found that legislation to achieve environmental goals in some 
situations seemed to be counter-productive, but it also stated:  “although 
environmental benefits accruing to the community at large from retention of native 
vegetation [were] not being assessed, this [did] not imply that the community-wide 
benefits from appropriate native vegetation management and biodiversity 
conservation [were] insignificant” (PC 2004, xxiii-xxix).   
Completed before the passage of the VMOLA Bill, the final PC inquiry report 
noted that although regional codes for assessing vegetation clearing applications had 
been developed progressively by regional vegetation management [RVM] 
committees established under the VMA, the VMOLA Bill would significantly alter 
any role for the regional plans as there would be no broad-scale clearing of remnant 
vegetation allowed after December 2006 (PC 2004, 389-390).  It noted that the draft 
RVMPs would be assessed and, after further consultation with stakeholders, would 
be put before a panel of scientists as part of the process for developing regionally-
based codes for land management (PC 2004, 390; Robertson 2004a, 64-67).  For 
instance, the RVM Code for Ongoing Clearing Purposes for the Mulga Lands 
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Bioregion was released in late June 2004 and subsequently reviewed by a panel of 
scientists (Beeton, et al. 2005, 2). 
The findings of a controversial governmental draft report on the impacts of 
vegetation thickening in Queensland were also hailed as significant by farmer groups 
and Coalition MPs when it was released in August 2004.  The draft report was 
prepared in July 2003 as a planned contribution to a Queensland government 
submission to the PC inquiry into the impacts of native vegetation and biodiversity 
regulation (Thomson 2004c; Thomson 2004h).  Subsequently suppressed (O’Malley 
2004c), it was the subject of Freedom of Information (FOI) requests by the 
Queensland branch of the National Party, PRA and QCL in 2003-2004 (Thomson 
2004h; Thomson 2004i).  According to QCL, the report “estimated the cost to the 
Queensland community of uncontrolled woodland thickening at roughly $900 
million, but… was never submitted to the PC because the Queensland Government 
refused to participate on the grounds the terms of reference were too narrow” 
(Thomson 2004h). 
In May 2004, the natural resources minister announced that the ballot to clear 
the remainder of the 500,000 ha interim cap introduced with the May 2003 
moratorium would be “divided across Queensland’s bioregional boundaries, and 
applications [would] be assessed against the regional vegetation management codes 
developed from the work done by [RVM] Committees in recent years” (Thomson 
2004j).  Across seven regions, permits to clear 200,000 ha were made available by 
ballot drawn on 17 September (Thomson 2004k).  All approvals granted under the 
ballot or otherwise expired on 31 December 2006, which officially marked the end of 
BSLC in Queensland (McGrath 2006/2007, 7).   
Numerous cases of illegal BSLC were prosecuted in 2004, some of which have 
been discussed by McGrath (2006/2007) and Kehoe (2006; 2013, 188-228).  
Regarding a case involving Acton Land and Cattle and “the largest area ever 
prosecuted in Queensland” (Thomson 2004L), Kehoe (2014, 220) argues “the Acton 
case is an example of the statutory financial penalty guide under the VMA failing to 
penalise and take account of large scale clearing”.  Kehoe  (198, 228) notes that 
although Acton cleared 11,830 ha, of which 5320 ha was remnant vegetation, 
effectively the company was fined $100,000 for clearing a tiny fraction of that area 
 Chapter 2: Historical Context (Policy and Politics) 47 
because the relevant guide for penalties was not designed to deal with illegal clearing 
on such a scale. 
From late 2004, Greening Australia ran an auction-based program on behalf of 
the Queensland government to provide incentives to landholders to protect areas of 
high value regrowth (non-remnant) vegetation via covenant (QCL Staff Writer 2005; 
Robertson 2004b).  According to economic analysis by Comerford and Binney 
(2006, 4-13), the first round of the Vegetation Incentives Program (VIP) failed to 
provide a satisfactory result for the government in terms of value for money, but the 
second round was more successful.   According to Kehoe (2014, 66), the $12 million 
VIP was later discarded and merged with the Nature Assist program. 
In February 2005, farmers rallied to protest against the ban on BSLC before a 
government community cabinet meeting in Charleville. More than 500 landholders 
attended a “fiery” open forum at the Charleville Showgrounds organised by AgForce 
to launch what it called its “blueprint for the bush” (QCL Staff Writer 2005b; Misfud 
2005).  The Premier attended the forum and told the crowd that he would commit 
significant recourses to developing a long-term strategy, which would involve all 
sectors of government in a new partnership with AgForce to jointly develop the 
blueprint (Misfud 2005).   
Within weeks of the community cabinet, AgForce announced it had recently 
secured funding for a four-year program designed to “move agriculture forward”, 
known as AgForward (Dillon 2005).  The $8 million program was funded from the 
$150 million compensation package associated with the 2004 VMOLA Act.  As 
Kehoe (2014, 116) notes, AgForward provided workshops around Queensland “to 
assist landholders in the various aspects of the VMA which affected them, for 
example:  reducing the risk of prosecution; regional ecosystem mapping; lodging a 
property map of assessable vegetation (PMAV), basic computer mapping and global 
positioning systems”. 
In March 2005, PRA began hosting meetings and raising funds across 
Queensland to support a plan to contest the VMA in the High Court (Landsberg 
2005; QCL Staff Writer 2005c).  In August, PRA organised a rally and march in 
Brisbane’s CBD (Arthur 2005; QCL Staff Writer 2005c) and, according to the PRA, 
“around 400 determined landholders braved the rain and cold to attend” (PRA 2005).  
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PRA later abandoned its pursuit of a High Court challenge to the VMA after legal 
advice that it would not succeed (Thomson 2006).   
In March 2005, the deputy prime minister and the federal agriculture minister 
made comments in support of the concept of imposing a national framework on 
vegetation legislation (QCL Staff Writer 2005d).  Leading up to the COAG meeting 
of June 2005, the NFF continued to lobby the federal government to initiate a so-
called “inter-governmental agreement on native vegetation” (Thomson 2005a).  
However, the suggestion was rejected by the states (Thomson 2005b; Thomson 
2005c).  By September, the focus of discussion on the issue, led by successive 
federal agriculture ministers and the NFF, had shifted to the NHT and NAPSWQ 
(QCL Staff Writer 2005e; Thomson 2005d).  Interestingly, in this context, the NFF 
president observed that:  “rather than fixing the problem the Commonwealth and the 
State and Territory governments [had] exacerbated the problem by creating a ‘fourth 
layer of government’ – the community-based catchment/regional bodies – without 
clearly defining their roles and responsibilities” (Thomson 2005d). 
In February 2005, the preliminary results of the SLATS study report for 2001-
2003 were previewed (Robertson 2005a; Williams 2005).  In May, the completed 
report was released.  The minister for natural resources and mines, Stephen 
Robertson, pointed out that analysis indicated around 227,200 ha may have been 
cleared illegally in the period.  At the same time, the government announced that the 
number of compliance unit personnel was to be boosted from 34 to 55 “in response 
to a rise in public complaints about illegal NRM activities” (Morley 2005a; 
Robertson 2005b). 
In June, Robertson responded to a statement in a media report which suggested 
that “Beattie Government tree clearing laws [had] classified mulga as a tree which 
[could not] be cleared” (Gearing 2005).  The minister stated that “Queensland’s tree 
clearing laws still [allowed] landholders to clear mulga and other trees species for 
fodder if they [had] a permit and it [was] linked to properties that were drought 
declared…” (Robertson 2005c).  Further, the minister reassured farmers that the 
government had “great sympathy for landholders who [were] struggling to feed their 
stock in times of drought” and that applications received for fodder harvesting were 
being dealt with as a priority by his department. 
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At the annual conference of the rural lobby group AgForce in Kingaroy in July 
2005, the organisation’s president criticised the eligibility criteria for Vegetation 
Management Enterprise Grants (part of the 2004 compensation package) (Morley 
2005b).  Up to that point, only six applications for $100,000 each had been approved 
(QCL Staff Writer 2006).  A copy of the AgForce president’s speech by was faxed to 
the Premier’s Brisbane office, and the Premier “responded by calling a meeting of 
the Cabi-net Budget Review Committee which agreed to provide greater access to 
the scheme as AgForce had sought” (Morley 2005b).  On the same evening, “Mr 
Beattie flew to Kingaroy… for an hour to say that his Government agreed there was 
a case to broaden the eligibility criteria for assistance” (Morley 2005b).  The 
following day, the primary industries minister told the AgForce conference that 
farmers should be entitled to some form of credit if they helped the government 
achieve its national GHGE reduction targets, including the possibility of longer 
leases on leasehold properties (Morley 2005c).  The CM reported that the 
government was considering a potential 50-year leasehold option, which exceeded 
what AgForce told the conference it wanted (Morley 2005c).  In December 2007, the 
offer of 50-year leases in exchange for sustainable land management agreements was 
formerly announced (Heger and Williams 2007) with the introduction of the Rural 
Leasehold Land Strategy.  As Kehoe (2014, 236) explains, the strategy was made 
possible by the Land and Other Legislation Amendment Act 2007 (Qld). 
In January 2006, National Party politicians questioned the administration of 
applications for PMAVs.  It was revealed that some landholders had been waiting 
since July 2004 for property maps showing which parts of their land they could and 
could not clear (Fuller 2006).  The National Party pursued this line of policy 
implementation criticism throughout the year (QCL Staff Writer 2006b). 
As drought dragged on, the question of mulga harvesting for fodder for stock 
persisted as a policy implementation criticism in 2006 (QCL Staff Writer 2006c).  
The government responded to landholder feedback by proposing, in early June 2006, 
to reduce the number of RVM codes across the state from 24 to four (Palaszczuk 
2006).  AgForce and the Department of Natural Resources, Mines and Water 
commissioned an independent consultant (Boyland 2008, 1) to review the draft 
fodder harvesting guidelines outlined by Beeton and colleagues (2005).  After 
consultation, the revised set of four RVM codes (based on bioregions) became policy 
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in November (Cooper 2006a; QCL Staff Writer 2006d; Rooke 2006; Wallace 2006; 
Wilson and Paterson 2006).  However, criticisms persisted.  For instance, a National 
Party spokesperson told the media that the policy “left landholders with a choice of 
breaking the law to provide fodder for drought-stricken stock or letting their animals 
die while they wait for a permit” (QCL Staff Writer 2006b).   
In mid-August 2006, the Queensland Premier called an early state election.  An 
in-depth content analysis of CM coverage of the 2006 Queensland election 
(Australian Press Council 2007, 46-47) notes that environmental issues constituted 
just three percent of that coverage, but that environmental management and land-
clearing issues were among a list of reasons to doubt the incumbent government’s 
“competence and control over events”.  According to Bennett and Barber (2006, 10), 
one issue the Greens criticised the government over during the election campaign 
was “a lack of enforcement of tree-clearing laws”, but on the other hand, “they were 
concerned that a Coalition government would reverse hard-won environmental gains 
in regard to landclearing and protection of wild rivers”.  The Beattie government was 
returned comfortably, making the Premier the first Labor leader of Queensland since 
the 1930s to win four consecutive general state elections (Bennett and Barber 2006, 
11). 
In September (QCL Staff Writer 2006e) an ABARE report estimated the cost 
of the VMA in the Brigalow and Mulga land regions alone at more than $500 
million, in contrast with the bureau’s original estimate that put the value of foregone 
development across Queensland at $120 million.  In early October, the Queensland 
natural resources and water minister announced that $31.2 million had so far been 
allocated to 360 applicants in grants of up to $100,000 (Shine 2006).  The Opposition 
questioned whether $100 million of the $150 million package announced in 2004 had 
been accounted for (Cooper 2006b).  Announcing the end of broad-scale land-
clearing in Queensland at the end of the year, the Premier noted that “as of December 
15, a total of 549 applicants had been approved by QRAA (formerly the Queensland 
Rural Adjustment Authority) for enterprise or exit assistance totalling $54.8 million” 
(Beattie 2006).  In February 2007, QCL reported “an 11th hour rush of applications” 
for compensation from affected landholders before the deadline of 21 February 
(Thomson 2007). 
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According to McGrath (2006/2007, 1), “midnight on 31 December 2006 
marked a watershed for environmental law and nature conservation in Australia:  the 
end of broadscale clearing of remnant vegetation for agriculture in Queensland”, 
when provisions of the VMOLA Act (Qld) 2004 (applying to freehold land) took 
effect.  Of course, BSLC continued to be a significant issue in politics and in the 
media after 2006.  For instance, reflecting on a decade of Labor government 
environmental policies in Queensland, Walker, et al. (2008, 5-8) noted that despite 
the protection of about 20 million ha of remnant forests and woodlands, there were 
significant exemptions for some industrial activities and “about 14 million hectares 
of vegetation (primarily regrowth) in Queensland not protected from land clearing”.  
Kehoe’s (2014) study provides a historical account of relevant vegetation 
management law and policy up to the election of the Newman Coalition government 
in 2012.  Sungaila, et al. (2013) discuss the Newman government’s amendments to 
the VMA.  At the time of writing, the most up-to-date historical summary published 
is by Taylor (2015).  For the purposes of the present study, the closing point of the 
historical account has to be the end of December 2006. 
2.6 CONCLUSION 
Derived from media content and other primary and secondary historical 
sources, the above outline provides a contextual background for the discussion of the 
results of the media content analysis (Chapter 5).  It highlights the most salient 
institutional factors and political developments at the national and state level.  It 
should be clear that 1998-2006 is a key period of historical interest, as it began with 
the election of the Beattie government on a platform of legislation to control and 
manage of land-clearing on all tenures, and ended with a ban on BSLC of remnant 
vegetation taking effect under the VMA. 
The period under review began at a relatively early stage in the policy process.  
Chapter 2 makes it clear that the problem was defined at a federal level during the 
1990s in terms of concerns about biodiversity protection, greenhouse gas emissions 
(GHGE) reduction, and dryland salinity.  Further, federal funding for the Statewide 
Landcover and Trees Study (SLATS) program established a firm evidence base for 
policy.   
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In Queensland, initial legislative responses to the problem included 
amendments to the LA 1994 (Qld), for leasehold land, and the introduction of the 
VMA 1999 (Qld) (VMA) for freehold land.  Policy and legislative attempts to 
regulate BSLC on freehold land largely failed in the 1990s, but SLATS data clearly 
indicates regulatory success in reducing the rate of all woody vegetation clearing in 
general (and remnant vegetation clearing in particular) from 2004 to 2010 
(Department of Science, Technology and Innovation 2015, 1-37) (refer to Figure 1.1 
in Chapter 1). 
Chapter 2 has demonstrated the high salience of the BSLC issue in Queensland 
politics at crucial times such as elections, and has provided a sense of the political 
complexities (at both the state and federal levels) surrounding Queensland’s VMA.  
The issue clearly played an important part in federal-state relations, particularly 
during the period between 1998 and 2006, in which a Coalition federal government 
co-existed with a Queensland Labor government.  The basis for the latter 
phenomenon could be explained to some extent by institutional factors, such as the 
fact that Queensland has a unicameral parliament, the fact that land management is a 
state responsibility under the Australian constitution, and the fact that the federal 
government has powers under the constitution to enact legislation to fulfil Australia’s 
obligations under international conventions (McGrath 2010, 78).   
The history presented in Chapter 2 provides a clear indication of the 
importance overall of the BSLC issue in Queensland.  It shows formidable interest 
groups, principally pastoralists and the environmentalist lobby, in a situation of 
protracted negotiations, and recurrent attempts at a settlement of the issue, extending 
into election contests fought out in the towns and cities.  Indeed, the history 
highlights a phenomenon of doggedness among actors in a political contest, whereby 
the parties would not rest or change their views after milestones had been reached in 
the policy process.  For instance, even with the enforcement of legislation, parties 
would seek to return to the issue and begin a new contest when the opportunity arose.   
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Chapter 3: Literature Review 
3.1 INTRODUCTION 
Several areas of theoretical literature are relevant to content analysis of 
environmental policy arguments presented in news media.  For instance, in a study 
which provides a model for the present research, Howland identifies four general 
(and sometimes overlapping) areas of literature relevant to media research on 
environmental policy debates: 
1) the way groups wield values in a social and political process to achieve 
their goals, 2) the myriad societal conceptuali[s]ations of and approaches to 
environmental problems and policy making, 3) the news media’s influence 
on public opinion and policy making, and 4) the effective analysis of news 
media content (Howland 2006, 43-44). 
The present study is more modest in scope than Howland’s, and therefore, the 
literature reviewed here does not include research specifically focusing on how 
groups pursue their goals in practice.  The literature of environmental problem 
solving is also excluded from the review, and more attention is given to studies of 
news media influence on policy making than to studies of media influence on public 
opinion. 
This chapter begins by situating the present study within the research traditions 
of mass communication and political communication studies (section 3.2) and 
reviews literature on the following topics:  news media in democracies (section 3.3), 
social constructionism and environmental communication (section 3.4), and the 
application of agenda-setting and framing concepts in mass communication and 
political communication research (section 3.5).  The application of agenda-setting 
and framing concepts in policy studies is then discussed (section 3.6), followed by a 
brief summary of policy process research (section 3.7).  Section 3.8 outlines the 
limited influence of policy studies on media and communication studies.  Section 3.9 
reviews a selection of policy issue case studies analysing news media content and 
political debates.  Section 3.10 discusses literature on journalistic reporting of 
arguments.  Content analysis literature is reviewed in section 3.11.  Section 3.12 
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highlights the elements of the conceptual framework supported by the literature 
review and section 3.13 draws conclusions and outlines research questions arising 
from the literature review. 
3.2 MASS COMMUNICATION AND POLITICAL COMMUNICATION 
RESEARCH 
As Shoemaker and Reese (2013, 17) note, the discipline of mass 
communication studies may be considered in terms of the theoretical question posed 
by Lasswell (1948, 37):  “Who says what, to whom, in which channel, and with what 
effect?”  In these terms, research focussed on media content (what is communicated) 
is the main category of communication studies literature of direct relevance to the 
present study. 
Of course, media content is subject to influences, including from social 
systems, social institutions, media organisations, routine media practices, and 
individual media workers (Shoemaker and Reese 2013, 8-9).  As Carlson (2009, 528) 
argues, the task of the journalist is essentially “to piece together discourses created 
by other sources into a narrative that follows news conventions”, although 
“journalists cultivate the appearance of proactively seeking sources rather than 
mindlessly assembling materials provided by others”.   
A key debate within the sociology of journalism concerns “the extent to which 
news routines continue to be structured so that there is a systematic over-accessing of 
the views of the powerful” (Anderson, et al. 2005, 190).  Research on the reporter-
source relationship indicates that “the ability to influence the news also equates to 
long-term control over cultural meanings” which, although dynamic, do not move 
nearly as quickly as public opinion (Berkowitz 2009, 111).  Schlesinger’s argument 
that “primary definition” of issues is largely a result of “successful strategic action” 
by sources in “competition for access” (1990, 77, italics removed) is a referent for 
the present research.  For instance, one study of American state politics (Cooper, et 
al. 2007, 45-46) found that 45 percent of 130 journalists surveyed said that they often 
used interest group representatives as sources when writing political articles, and that 
68 percent agreed with the statement that “interest groups use newspapers and other 
media a great deal in their attempts to achieve their political goals”. 
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It is acknowledged that the validity of generalisations about source access 
made on the basis of media content analysis alone is limited.  However, journalistic 
selection of sources, policy arguments, and evidence presented is only viewed here 
through content analysis.  For the purposes of the present study, the significance of 
media production factors is assumed. 
As for “cognitive effects” of media upon audiences, Gunter 2000, 191-192) 
identifies three categories:  agenda-setting; cultivation of beliefs and opinion; and 
factual learning from the media.  Similarly, Price and Feldman (2009, 114-120) 
distinguish between the following research concerns:  the extent to which audiences 
learn from political news reports; whether news biases politically persuade 
audiences; whether audience perceptions of issues are influenced by news; and the 
impact of news on political engagement.  Within the specific area of effects of news 
on issue perception, agenda-setting and issue framing are the most significant 
theoretical approaches.   
Methodologically, agenda-setting research oriented towards news media 
typically involves analyses of media coverage and public awareness of issues 
(Gunter 2000, 192; Norris 2000, 12-13).  As the present study is historical, analysis 
of public awareness of the topic would necessarily be retrospective.  Therefore, it 
focuses exclusively on media content.   
3.3 NEWS MEDIA IN DEMOCRACIES 
It is to be expected that a study concerned with policy arguments and the nature 
of reporting on policy issues necessarily involves some assumptions about the 
function of news media in Western democracies.  In the words of Reese and Lee, for 
instance:  “news content indirectly expresses political power, indicating among other 
things the important institutional relationship between press and state” (2012, 753).  
Such assumptions have underpinned many studies of political communication 
content, including media effects studies (Rogers 2004; Weaver, et al. 2004; McLeod, 
et al. 2002).  Indeed, in one review of political communication effects research, 
McLeod et al. (2002, 255) highlight “the particularly close connection of political 
research to normative assumptions of how societies ought to work”, suggesting that 
“such assumptions might operate as standards against which we can evaluate media 
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performance”.  A review of literature based on such assumptions was made before 
proceeding to the literature of agenda-setting and policy studies.   
In social theory, a distinction might be read in Habermas (1991 171-181) 
between his description of the press as the public sphere’s “pre-eminent institution”, 
and “a public sphere in appearance only” created by the wider mass media.  
Following Bourdieu’s field theory, Benson claims that journalism is a “crucial 
mediator among all fields” (cited in Couldry 2003, 10).  Castells describes media as 
“the space where power relationships are decided between competing political and 
social actors” (2013, 194).   
Curran wants media to be understood in relation to politics more widely, 
“rather than isolated by a spotlight, with the surrounding space cast in shadow”, 
noting that in developed economies, “the media are now merely one among a number 
of institutions, agencies, and actors” making up the political environment, alongside 
“independent judges, political parties, and the myriad of organisations of civil 
society” (Curran 2005, 121).   
Christians et al. note that, since the 1960s, “a rich expansion of thought has 
taken place in terms of normative theories of public communication, models of 
democracy, and the roles of journalism in democratic societies” (2009, 3).  They 
argue (119) that four basic activities of news journalists (namely, “discovery, 
collection and selection of information; processing into news accounts; providing 
background and commentary; and publication”) are “translatable into more 
generali[s]ed role descriptions” and “a larger purpose”.  Drawing on Gurevitch and 
Blumler (1990 269-289) and McLeod, et al. (2002, 250-254), they derive the 
following list of “typical” news media role descriptions: 
providing surveillance of the social environment; forming opinion; setting 
the agenda of public discussion; acting as a ‘watchdog’ in respect to political 
or economic power; acting as messenger and public informant; [and] playing 
an active participant part in social life (Christians et al. 2009, 119). 
Beetham and Boyle (2009, 22-23), argue that ideally, mass media can only 
perform a public watchdog role and provide a vehicle of expression of public opinion 
to government if independent of government or powerful private interests.  
Ultimately, that will depend in large part on “a widespread public acknowledgement 
of the key contribution that the media make to the democratic process”.  
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Hallin draws attention to limitations on the ability of journalists working in 
established news organisations to intervene in policy debates: 
[They] can certainly from time to time break out of the focus on technique 
and strategy to raise the direction of public policy as an issue; they can be 
sensitive to the underlying message their reporting conveys about politics 
and the citizen’s relation to it; they can give a hearing to those who do seek 
to play a mobili[s]ing role.  But all of this must remain within relatively 
narrow limits….  What the modern mass media cannot do is to play the role 
of sparking active public participation in deciding the role of public 
policy….  It is not a role appropriate to institutions with such massive social 
power (Hallin, quoted in Lambeth 1998, 28-29). 
Universal access to politically important information is one of the conditions 
specified by Habermas for a properly functioning public sphere (McNair 2012, 12), 
but McNair suggests that the value of such availability depends on the 
comprehensibility of the information provided to citizens.  For Lasch (1990, 1), 
information is better understood as the by-product of debate rather than as its 
precondition; and similarly, for Patterson and Seib (2005, 190), “the process of 
inquiry is normally what leads the citizen to attend to information”, and therefore 
“information is as much a consequence of inquiry as a cause of it”.  
On the basis of this brief summary, it is accepted that the news media have a 
role to play in providing accessible, comprehensible information, relevant to, and 
arising from, debates on issues affecting the public.  As Jamieson and Waldman 
(2002, 194) suggest regarding political reporting, “reporters should help the public 
make sense of competing political arguments by defining terms, filling in needed 
information, assessing the accuracy of the evidence being offered, and relating the 
claims and counterclaims to the probable impact of the proposed policies on 
citizens”.  The current study analyses the presentation of one form of information 
found in news reports, namely, policy arguments that are supported by evidence.  
The relative accessibility and comprehensibility of arguments are not the focus of the 
analysis, but the analysis of reported policy arguments may suggest potential ways in 
which accessibility and comprehensibility of the presentation of policy information 
in the news media may be improved. 
 58 Chapter 3: Literature Review 
3.4 SOCIAL CONSTRUCTIONISM AND ENVIRONMENTAL 
COMMUNICATION STUDIES 
In Queensland, while The Courier-Mail occasionally features writing that may 
be described as environmental journalism, it would be quite a stretch to say the same 
of the Queensland Country Life.  However, BSLC is as much an environmental issue 
as an agricultural or rural issue.  Therefore, perspectives from research on 
environmental communication and environmental journalism in particular are 
relevant to this case study.   
As Hansen (2011, 8) observes, “since the emergence and rise of the modern 
environmental movement in the 1960s, the mass media have been a central public 
arena for publici[s]ing environmental issues and for contesting claims, arguments 
and opinions about [human] use and abuse of the environment”.   
Environmental communication researchers have acknowledged that, apart from 
spectacular natural disasters like earthquakes or hurricanes, environmental events are 
not easy topics for journalists to cover in terms of traditional news values and 
representational practices (Schoenfeld, et al. 1979; Hansen 1991; Sachsman 1997).   
Miller and Reichert (2003, 48) argue that environmental risk is “an abstraction about 
the possibility of damage and, by itself, does not possess any news value.”  Burgess 
and Harrison (1993, 199) argue that “the environment has been constructed as a 
social problem” and “mapped into the pre-existing hierarchy of news values” through 
claims-making by stakeholders. 
Research indicates that public awareness of environmental problems has 
increased with news media coverage of the findings of scientific studies of those 
problems (Ostman and Parker 1987; Shanahan, Morgan and Stenbjerre 1997; Stamm, 
Clark and Eblacas 2000; Riffe and Hrach 2009).  Although Radford (2007, 98) writes 
that it is not the business of science journalism to advance the public education in 
science, “except as a kind of happy accident”, environmental communication 
research nevertheless highlights the media’s “dominant role in public education on 
environmental issues” (Nitz and West 2004, 206). 
Regarding research on the production of environmental communication, 
Hansen and Cox note that the traditional focus in the field has been on:  “the sources, 
who make claims in the public sphere and/or try to influence what is publicly 
communicated” (in particular, “scientists/experts, environmental pressure groups and 
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government/big business”); and media professionals (particularly specialist reporters) 
(Hansen and Cox 2015, 4-6).  The present study follows this tradition by focussing 
on claims made by sources.   
Anderson (1991, 469) notes that the increased professionalism of 
environmental pressure groups since the 1970s “is reflected in the widespread 
systematic monitoring of the media… and in the growth in numbers of experienced 
staff responsible for dealing with media relations”.  Mormont and Dasnoy (1995, 56-
58) identify three roles played by environmental protection associations in media 
debate about climate change in Europe:  providing a credibility test (for scientific 
claims); interpreting risk; and mobilising supporters, members of the public and 
authorities.  The idea of providing a credibility test for scientific claims is relevant to 
the present study, as the focus of analysis is on evidence-based claims. 
Regarding the influence of social constructionist theory (Blumer 1971; Spector 
and Kitsuse 1977) in environmental communication research, Hansen argues that 
“social constructionist perspectives merged, in the 1970s and 1980s, with other 
developments in the sociology of news to help propel journalism and news research 
out of theoretically limited and circular concerns about bias, balance and objectivity 
in news reporting” (Hansen and Cox 2015, 3).  As Best (1987, 101) observes: 
constructionist empirical research usually concentrates on the social 
organi[s]ation of claims-making, identifying the key constituencies in the 
process, showing how claims-making is related to their interests, and 
describing the principal stages in the problem’s construction. 
In terms of Best’s points, the present study focuses on the claims themselves 
and the people who make the claims.  It is to be expected that a sense of the process 
of claims-making may emerge from the findings of the media content analysis, as 
well as a sense of the policy process.  Similarly, inferences about claims-makers’ 
values and motives may arise from discussion of the content analysis findings. 
According to Hansen (2015, 27), the key achievement of the constructionist 
perspective on social problems, is “the recognition that problems do not become 
recognised or defined by society as problems by some simple objective existence, but 
only when someone makes claims in public about them”.  Hansen (2015, 27) 
suggests that if this argument is accepted, then it is “immediately clear that media, 
communication and discourse have a central role and should be a central focus for 
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study” in research on environmental problems.  Other scholars, such as Cottle (2008, 
p. 77), argue against extreme media-centrism. 
Hansen (2015, 28) further suggests that: 
the social constructionist perspective’s emphasis on ‘claims-making’ in 
public arenas as the constitutive component in the creation of ‘social 
problems’ has interesting similarities to the traditions of research in political 
science and communication research known as ‘agenda-building’ and 
‘agenda-setting’, which in turn link with key traditions in the study of 
‘power’ in society.  
The significance of the concepts of agenda-setting and issue framing in 
communication studies and public policy studies (Soroka, et al. 2012, 204; Trumbo 
and Kim 2015, 313) is discussed in the next two sections.  While the present study 
does not explicitly pursue a media effects hypothesis, it follows a methodological 
tradition within media effects research of longitudinal studies analysing news content 
on policy issues (section 3.11).   
3.5 AGENDA-SETTING AND ISSUE FRAMING IN MASS 
COMMUNICATION AND POLITICAL COMMUNICATION 
RESEARCH 
Within the fields of mass communication studies in general and political 
communication studies in particular, agenda-setting and framing are termed media 
effects, and their significance is widely acknowledged (Rogers and Dearing 1988; 
Kosicki 1993; Trumbo 1995; Scheufele 2000; Vliegenthart & van Zoonen, 2011; 
Nisbet and Newman 2015; Trumbo and Kim 2015).  As a research methodology 
within the discipline of communication studies, media content analysis (usually in 
tandem with public opinion surveys) is crucial to both agenda-setting research 
(Rogers, et al. 1993; Gunter 2000, 193-203; Hansen 2015, 215-216) and framing 
research (Matthes and Kohring 2008; Matthes 2009).  As theoretical approaches to 
the media-policy nexus, and as research design options for the present study, agenda-
setting and framing perspectives are discussed here in terms of their implications for 
media content studies. 
Neuman and Guggenheim (2011, 178) argue that as “interpretive effects 
theories”, agenda-setting and framing share a common concern with how media 
messages influence the “salience of, interpretation of, and cognitive organi[s]ation of 
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information and opinions to which individuals are exposed” (see also Scheufele and 
Tewksbury 2007).  Johnson-Cartee (2005, 25-28), however, regards agenda-setting 
as an “atheoretical orientation” that simply recognises “the correlation of issues 
within news reports or political advertising with those expressed by voters as being 
important”.  While agenda-setting deals with “how news may promote issue 
prioriti[s]ation or increase issue accessibility”, Johnson-Cartee argues that “media 
framing research examines how news content influences and affects news 
consumers”.   
Within agenda-setting research, Rogers and Dearing (1988, 556) distinguish 
between:  media agenda-setting studies (that focus on the mass media news agenda); 
public agenda-setting studies (that focus on the relative importance of issues to 
members of the public); and policy agenda-setting studies (that focus on the issue 
agenda of governments).  In these terms, the present study is primarily interested in 
the media agenda on one issue, which is established through content analysis; but 
also in the policy agenda of government relating to the same issue, which is 
established through historical analysis.  As the study is historical, the focus here is on 
media content and other documentary historical evidence. 
Rogers and Dearing (1988, 556) further distinguish between agenda-setting and 
agenda-building, arguing that the agenda-setting tradition is concerned with how the 
media agenda influences the public agenda, while the agenda-building tradition 
(following Cobb and Elder) studies how the public agenda and other factors, 
occasionally including the media agenda, influence the policy agenda.  From a 
comprehensive review of agenda-setting research, they draw the following 
conclusions:   
1) The public agenda, once set by, or reflected by the media agenda, 
influences the policy agenda of elite decision makers, and, in some cases, 
policy implementation; 2) the media agenda seems to have direct, sometimes 
strong, influence upon the policy agenda of elite decision makers, and, in 
some cases, policy implementation; and 3) for some issues, the policy 
agenda seems to have a direct, sometimes strong, influence upon the media 
agenda (Rogers and Dearing 1988, 579). 
According to Rogers, et al. (1991, 1-2), studies of public issue development 
may be subsumed by the concept of agenda-setting.  These include:  studies of 
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natural histories of issues (Downs 1972; Brosius and Kepplinger 1992); studies that 
consider the evolution of single social problems within public arenas where 
collective definition occurs (Hilgartner and Bosk 1988); and the ecologies of news 
model (Molotch, et al. 1987).  Significantly, Rogers et al. (1991, 1-7) observe that 
while the latter model explains how conflict and negotiation between affected parties 
may cause issues to persist without definite policy outcomes, “the model does not 
explain why public issues may persist as important news topics over long periods of 
time even when policy outcomes are decided”.  
As for framing, in an often-cited selection, Entman (2004, 5-6) defines it as 
“selecting and highlighting some facets of events or issues, and making connections 
among them so as to promote a particular interpretation, evaluation and/or solution”.  
Refinements and debates around this central point are taken up by several scholars.  
Druckman (2010, xiv) notes that “the breadth of the framing concept… has led to 
debate about whether it is underlaid by a coherent self-contained theory or is more of 
a practical heuristic used to understand a range of topics”.  Acknowledging the 
application of the framing concept in different fields, Nisbet (2010, 47) argues that: 
frames are used by audiences as ‘interpretative schema’ to make sense of 
and discuss an issue; by journalists to condense complex events into 
interesting and appealing news reports; by policy-makers to define policy 
options and reach decisions; and by experts to communicate to other experts 
or broader audiences. 
Vliegenthart & van Zoonen (2011, 111) argue that “the framing perspective… 
is notably individualist and voluntarist in its orientation and assumes that both 
individual journalists and individual audience members are relatively autonomous in 
their news production and consumption”.  According to Berry and Kamau (2013, 
80), “news values, news sources and typifications” that organise the work of 
journalists constitute “the underpinning logic of the social construction of news 
frames”.  Similarly, D’Angelo and Kuypers (2010, 1) argue that an essential part of 
news framing is the idea that “sources frame topics to make information interesting 
and palatable to journalists, whom they need to communication information to wider 
publics”. 
A framing approach to the reporting of environmental policy issues in news 
media was clearly a research design option for the present study.  Yet it is 
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acknowledged that translation of framing definitions to concrete, operational steps is 
not transparent in a large part of the literature (Matthes 2009, 359-360).  As Nisbet 
(2010, 46) notes regarding studies of news framing:  “scholars… have a tendency to 
‘reinvent the wheel’ in identifying and labelling the frames that exist in any debate”. 
Like many previous framing studies, the present study is largely descriptive, so 
the application of issue frames to the research problem at hand would not be 
expected to assist in advancing framing theory as a major concept within the 
discipline of communication studies (Matthes 2009, 360-361). 
3.6 AGENDA-SETTING AND ISSUE FRAMING IN POLITICAL SCIENCE 
RESEARCH 
As concepts, agenda-setting and framing are widely used in the discipline of 
political science in general, and the fields of public opinion and public policy 
research in particular.  In explaining the use of the concept of agenda-setting across 
disciplines, Soroka (2002a, 266) suggests that “the most significant advantage of an 
agenda-setting framework is its ability – through the use of a common vernacular and 
directly comparable measures – to combine mass media analysis, public opinion 
research, and studies of the policymaking process”.  For instance, policy agenda 
studies, which according to Alonso, et al. (2012, 10) constitute “the bread and butter 
of political science in the USA” have established extensive datasets on parliamentary 
party and media attention to policy issues (Baumgartner et al. 2006; John 2006; 
Boushey 2012, 146-157; Green-Pedersen and Mortensen 2012, 167-168). 
Wolfe et al. (2013, 175-186) suggest that media and policy studies of agenda-
setting are two research programs that “for too long have developed in parallel rather 
than in tandem” and that “could benefit from a more extensive dialogue”.  They point 
out that while media studies focus on public agendas (i.e., the role of the media in 
focusing the attention of the mass public on particular issues), the policy studies 
approach focuses on the systemic level, including:  on what causes changes in the 
policy agenda and in public policy; and on “the process and politics of problem 
definition”.   
Eissler, et al. (2014, s73-s77) identify a basic “schism” between definitions of 
agenda-setting in political communication and policy studies literatures, with 
reference to Kingdon’s (1995, 3) definition of the agenda as “the list of subjects or 
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problems to which governmental officials, and people outside of government closely 
associated with those officials, are paying some serious attention at any given time”.  
They observe that:  “policy scholars have long analy[s]ed agenda setting by assessing 
the relationship between boundedly rational government elites and attention 
[whereas]… political communication scholarship has long operated from a definition 
of agenda setting [which] focuses on public, rather than elite, attention” (Eissler, et 
al. 2014, s77).   
The influence of agenda-setting and framing concepts on studies of public 
opinion is significant (Weaver 1984; Edelstein 1988; McCombs and Ghanem 2001; 
Chong and Druckman 2007; Lecheler and de Vreese 2012; Chong and Druckman 
2010; Druckman, Peterson and Slothuus 2013).  For instance, Cooper and Johnson 
(2007) cite Molotch and colleagues’ (1987) muckraking model as an example of an 
explanation for the influence of the news media in the policy process.  The model 
suggests that journalistic investigation and publication of evidence of problems will 
impact on public opinion, which leads to policy initiatives by legislators and 
administrators, followed by policy consequences (Molotch et al., cited by Cooper 
and Johnson 2007, 4). 
Agenda-setting and framing are also significant concepts in the field of public 
policy (Fischer 2003; Baumgartner, et al. 2006; Hajer and Laws 2006; John 2006; 
Birkland 2007; Pump 2011; Gruszczynski and Michaels 2012; Wolfe, et al. 2013; 
van Hulst and Yanow 2016).  In policy studies, according to Fischer (2003, 61), what 
is usually discussed as agenda-setting is “what is considered a policy problem and 
what is not”.  Put another way, agenda-setting is “deciding what to decide” (Wolfe, 
et al. 2013, 175).  Many policy analysts use the term “agenda-setting” to denote the 
initial stage in the policy process.   
For Boydstun (2013, 6), the media agenda is part of “the political agenda”.  
Echoing Rogers’ and Dearing’s nine relationships of influence between agendas 
(section 3.5), Boydstun contends that:  “the media is of particular significance in that, 
in addition to influencing other agendas directly, it also serves as the primary vehicle 
of information between these other agendas, conveying policymakers’ messages to 
citizens, for example, and vice versa” (Boydstun 2013, 12). 
Jann and Wegrich (2007, 45) cite Cobb and Elder’s distinction between a 
government (or institutional) agenda and the wider public/media (or systemic) 
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agenda, noting that a government’s agenda is the centre of attention for policy 
agenda-setting studies.  A narrower term, “decision agenda” may be used to denote 
“items that are about to be acted upon by a governmental body” (Birkland 2007, 65).  
Thus, the decision agenda may be seen as the centre of a conceptual model 
comprising concentric circles, surrounded first by the institutional agenda, and then 
by the systemic agenda, which falls within the boundaries of the “legitimate 
jurisdiction of existing governmental authority” (Cobb and Elder, 1983, 85).   
Cobb, et al. (1976, 127-128) identify three paths of agenda-building.  The first 
is the “outside initiative” path whereby issues arise in non-governmental groups and 
then expand to reach the public (systemic) agenda and, ultimately, the formal 
(institutional) agenda.  The second is “mobili[s]ation”, whereby issues are initiated 
inside government and almost automatically achieve formal agenda status, but often 
need to be placed on a public agenda as well.  The third is the “inside initiative” path, 
whereby issues arise within the governmental sphere but the visibility of the debate is 
not expanded to the mass public agenda.  In these terms, the inclusion of the BSLC 
issue in the public and institutional agendas of Queensland has been characterised by 
outside initiative on the part of non-governmental groups.  Yet, as Chapter 2 
indicates, federal government pressure on state governments to regulate BSLC in 
order to meet Kyoto Protocol targets was another mobilising factor in the late 1990s. 
Wolfe’s (2009, 84) summary of Kingdon’s view is “that the media is a 
powerful force in the agenda setting process in the public arena, but that there is less 
evidence that the media directly impact the policy agenda” and “that the media 
impact legislators’ decisions to pay attention to an issue only to the extent that 
legislators’ constituents pay attention to issues in the media”.  Kingdon (1995, 197-
199) suggests that governmental agendas are set in three ways:  through problem 
recognition, through political developments and/or through “visible participants” 
such as politicians and campaigners.  The history presented in Chapter 2 would 
suggest that the BSLC issue in Queensland has been included on government 
decision agendas as a result of a combination of all of these factors.   
As Soroka, et al. (2012, 204) observe:  “the typical view of media is that they 
matter in the early stages of the policy process – that media can help to set an 
agenda, which is then adopted and dealt with by politicians, policy-makers, and other 
actors”.  However, they argue that media do matter throughout the policy process and 
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they list a number of challenges raised by the media’s role.  These include:  the fact 
that reporters often prefer conflict frames; the problem of reporting complex and 
uncertain science; the fact that many reporters often have little policy expertise; the 
tendency for elected officials to focus public policy debate on “politically viable 
policy options”; and the fact that some policy time-frames are very long-term 
(Soroka, et al. 2012, 207-208). 
Further, Soroka (1999, 765-766) argues that the use of a content analysis as a 
surrogate for the public agenda is a fundamental methodological flaw because media 
content is not a true measure of public opinion, and the media agenda and the public 
agenda are not one and the same.  With this in mind, the present study does not seek 
to draw conclusions about public opinion from media content. 
Regarding policy framing, Soroka, et al. (2012, 207) note that it is not an 
activity for media alone, and that “policymakers are not simply affected by issue 
framing in media, but they actively engage in policy framing”.  Indeed, they observe, 
the policy literature on framing is largely focused on “the ways in which policy re-
framing by politicians and/or bureaucrats can shift attentiveness to or attitudes 
towards an issue”.  Entman (2007, 164) argues that “fully developed frames typically 
perform four functions:  problem definition, causal analysis, moral judgment, and 
remedy promotion”.  At least three of these functions also feature as important stages 
in policy process theory (refer to next section). 
The present study benefits from the development of understanding in political 
communication and policy studies literature.  The fact that theoretical concepts such 
as agenda-setting and issue framing are employed in both policy studies and media 
studies reflects the fact that policy-making and the media are interdependent 
professional fields.  While media owners’ interests and journalistic imperatives are 
significant factors shaping media coverage of any public policy debate, it is also 
clear that initiative lies with stakeholders, including official policy makers, who 
obtain media access.  News media content is therefore a window or prism through 
which the policy process may be observed. 
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3.7 SOME POLICY THEORIES 
This section briefly outlines relevant theories of the policy process within the 
discipline of political science (for others, see Nowlin 2011; Petridou 2014; Sabatier 
and Weible 2014). 
Policy research is largely based on assumptions about representational 
democracy.  For instance, Kelly, et al. (2010, 1) outline two cornerstones of 
representative democracy: 
The first, of course, is that elected representatives respond to public opinion 
by creating policy that reflects the public’s preferences….  However, 
democratic theory scholars have long recogni[s]ed that the mass public is 
uninformed about, and uninterested in, many issues.  Thus, the second 
cornerstone of democratic representation is rooted in the pluralist school – 
policy is the result of conflictual participation between active and interested 
groups, with policy makers hearing competing arguments and making policy 
based on the more compelling claims. 
In the Australian context, Whelan and Lyons (2005, 598) describe the 
contemporary environmental politics as “a pattern of dispersed or decentralised 
power whereby government relinquishes legislative responsibility through an 
elaborate and shifting set of relationships and mechanisms that engage industry and 
community groups, vested interest organisations and civil society”.  Doyle and 
Kellow (1995, 119-120), following Lindblom (1979), distinguish between:  private 
interest groups, many of which “enjoy the position where their co-operation is so 
necessary for the implementation of policy that their lack of co-operation could 
render the policy ineffective”; and public interest groups, which are generally “less 
likely to enjoy the almost automatic right to be consulted that the more important 
groups enjoy”.  As the Cooper et al. (2007) study (refer to section 3.2) indicates, 
interest groups are important sources for journalists.  For the present study, the most 
important private interest group in the case of the BSLC policy debate in Queensland 
is AgForce (refer to sections 2.4 and 2.5). 
Heinelt (2007, 109) contends that “policies cannot effectively be considered 
separately from their related historical and locational structures and actor 
constellations related to them”.  In fact, according to Weible (2014, 5), “policy 
process research can be defined as the study of the interactions over time between 
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public policy and its surrounding actors, events, and contexts, as well as the policy or 
policies’ outcomes”.  According to Torgerson (2007, 19), Lasswell’s pioneering 
policy sciences conceptual framework was also “designed for a project of ‘mapping’ 
the policy process in relation to the larger social process”.   
Lasswell’s (1971, 19) social process model, as Howland, et al. (2006, 208) 
note, involves “an inventory of the participants, or stakeholders, in the policy 
process; their perspectives, situations, base values and strategies; and the outcomes 
and effects of their actions”.  Lasswell’s (1971, 28-30) decision process model, on 
the other hand, “focuses on institutional context:  how information is gathered and 
ideas promoted, what solutions are prescribed, how they are enforced, how resulting 
disputes are resolved and how the entire process is evaluated and ultimately 
terminated” (Howland et al. 2006, 208).  To paraphrase Clark (2002, 59-70), 
Lasswell’s decision process stages are:  intelligence   gathering (collecting and 
processing information); promotion (lobbying for policies); prescription 
(establishment of rules); invocation (enforcement of rules); application (maintaining 
the prescription and invocation); appraisal (assessment of decision process and 
prescriptions); and termination (repeal or major adjustment of a prescription). 
According to Jann and Wegrich, “today, the differentiation between agenda-
setting, policy formulation, decision making, implementation, and evaluation 
(eventually leading to termination) has become the convenient and conventional way 
to describe the chronology of a policy process” (2007, 43, original italics).  As 
Adolino and Blake (2011, 8) note, this five-stage model “is an analytical device used 
by researchers to study public policy; it is not a literal description of the policy-
making process”.   
Traditionally regarded by analysts as “experiments” (Fischer and Forester 
1993, 14; Campbell 1969), policy reforms may also be seen as “processes of 
reasoned argument and debate… in which all data or evidence are symbolically 
mediated” (Dunn 1993, 283); as the product of competition among 
advocacy coalitions (Burton 2006, 184); or as elements in “narratives” (Fischer 2003, 
181).  Cairney and Heikkila compare policy theories in terms of how each describe 
(and explain the interactions between) six elements:  actors making choices; 
institutions; networks or subsystems; ideas or beliefs; policy context; and events 
(2014, 364-366).  Sabatier argues that effective policy theory requires “an 
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understanding of the behaviour of major types of governmental institutions 
(legislatures, courts, administrative agencies, chief executives), as well as the 
behaviour of interest groups, the general public, and the media” (1991, 147).  In 
particular, he calls for policy research to address: 
a) The importance of policy communities/networks/subsystems involving 
actors from numerous public and private institutions and from multiple 
levels of government; b) The importance of substantive policy information; 
c) The critical role of policy elites vis-à-vis the general public; d) The 
desirability of longitudinal studies of a decade or more; e) Differences in 
political behaviour across policy types (Sabatier 1991, 147). 
In narrative policy analysis, “social intentions and motivations” and “the 
contexts of time and location that envelop actors and events” are central concerns 
(Fischer 2003, 179).  A policy narrative is defined as having “a setting, a plot, 
characters (hero, villain, and victim)”, with these elements being “disseminated 
toward a preferred policy outcome (the moral of the story)” (Shanahan, et al., 2011a, 
539; Jones and McBeth 2010, 340-341).  As Shanahan, et al. (2011a, 536) put it, 
“stakeholders use words, images, and symbols to strategically craft policy narratives 
to resonate with the public, relevant stakeholders, and governmental decision 
makers….”  Elsewhere, Shanahan, et al. (2011b, 374) distinguish between policy 
narratives and issue frames (refer to section 3.6), arguing that:  “policy narratives 
contain narrative elements and strategies that are not included in what constitutes an 
issue frame”.  Similarly, Fischer (2003, 180) points out that “narratives are not the 
same thing as arguments per se….  In various kinds of communication, though, there 
is an interaction between narration and argumentation”.   
The sections above have reviewed developments in thinking and research on 
agenda-setting and issue framing, in political science and communication studies.  As 
a guide to making sense of the public policy debate and government actions relating 
to BSLC in Queensland, the above section also outlines diverse approaches in the 
literature to understanding the policy-making process.  A distinction may be made 
between material or concrete acts of policy formation or implementation (e.g. 
drafting of legislation, budgeting for compliance measures or incentives), and more 
abstract concerns (e.g. the perception by stakeholders of their own interests, their 
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articulation of claims, and the magnification of arguments that occurs through news 
media).   
Adolino and Blake explain the policy process in terms of the actors who gain 
standing at the different stages.  Shanahan, et al. envisage a dramatic narrative, 
involving the assembly of a plot, with characters pursuing a projected policy 
outcome.  What takes place in policy-making and implementation is seen less in 
terms of a classic, linear, objectified and rational progression driven by hard 
information and growing consensus; more in terms of an open, sometimes random 
interchange among several participants.  Here, reference to media content becomes 
of special use.   
The historical account presented in Chapter 2 has outlined key policy events in 
the case of BSLC in Queensland in the period of interest.  The media content 
analysis that follows enables a thorough treatment of claims made by stakeholders.  
As a key concern of this study, the functions of media in the policy process will be 
addressed in the following sections.   
3.8 A “POLICY ORIENTATION” IN MEDIA AND COMMUNICATION 
STUDIES? 
The pioneer of the policy sciences analytic framework, Lasswell, is also well 
known for ground-breaking work on communication theory and quantitative content 
analysis methodology (Howland et al. 2006, 205-206).  Braman (2003, 40) claims 
that Lasswell’s “Who says what in which channel to whom with what effect?” model 
of the communication process “was developed to provide a structure for 
communication research devoted to policy ends”.   
Certainly, Lasswell’s Preview of the Policy Sciences (1971, 112) in which he 
outlines social and decision process stages relating to policy, incorporates an account 
of his earlier communication process model.  Also, in ‘The Policy Orientation’, 
Lasswell calls on communication researchers to:  focus on contemporary social 
issues, use interdisciplinary approaches, treat policy-makers themselves as subjects 
of research and sources of information, study decision-making processes, create new 
institutional forms to bring academics and policy-makers together, and use models to 
communicate research results to policymakers (Braman 2003, 40).   
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However, while Lasswell’s call for “a policy orientation” in the social sciences 
(Torgerson 2007) may have led to a focus on “organi[s]ational concerns” in many 
areas of social research (Wagner 2007, 34-35), there is little evidence that media and 
communication scholars have heeded the call.  Studies of media and communications 
policy (van Cuilenburg and McQuail 2003), science communication (Nisbet and 
Lewenstein 2002; Nisbet and Huge 2006), and media representation of foreign policy 
(Gilboa 2002; Robinson 2002) are notable exceptions.  Other notable exceptions 
include Lambeth (1978), Fico (1984), Fisher (1991) and Howland et al. (2006).   
Nisbet and Huge (2006, 6) claim that “communication researchers, political 
scientists, and sociologists have generated a vast literature on the link between press 
coverage and the policy process” but that there is “a lack of clarity and consistency in 
their theori[s]ing”, partly because “scholars from different (and even the same) 
disciplines often end up using varying terms and concepts in studying the same 
phenomena”.  Voltmer and Koch-Baumgarten (2010, 2) observe that “existing 
literature on the relationship between the media and public policy is 
patchy and provides a rather incoherent picture”.   
Mayer (1990, 37) argues that “hard news can’t handle process, is reductionist; 
treats events and politics in an ahistorical way, as a glut of occurrences… [and] 
cannot cope with any long-term historical processes, nor with complexity”.  
Similarly, Voltmer and Koch-Baumgarten (2010, 2) observe that: 
The news rarely focuses on an issue over a sustained period of 
time, and thus generates only spotlights of attention that hardly leave any 
traces in the memory of the audience.  In contrast, the policy agenda 
develops over long time spans, often involving several legislative terms. 
Further, the media’s representation of politics is mainly concerned with 
personalities… [and] the substance of the media agenda differs from the 
policy agenda in that it is driven by newsworthy events rather than structural 
problems…. Thus, there seems to be a fundamental mismatch…. 
Implications of this “fundamental mismatch” have been suggested.  For 
instance, Leighley (2004, 134-135) argues that:  “if coverage of policy decisions… is 
focused at the endpoint of the policymaking process instead of being distributed 
across the policymaking period… citizens do not have the information they need 
when they need it to be effective participants in the political process”.   
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Among earlier descriptive and/or normative models of the relationship between 
media and the policy process include Lambeth’s (1978, 12) list of 10 important 
functions of the media in the policy process:  1) anticipating problems in advance of 
public officials, 2) alerting the public to problems on the basis of official warnings, 
3) informing the public of the stakes the competing groups had in solving problems, 
4) keeping various groups and the public abreast of competing proposals, 5) 
contributing to the content of policy, 6) deciding the tempo of decision making, 7) 
helping lawmakers decide how to vote, 8) alerting the public to how already adopted 
policies are administered, 9) evaluating policy effectiveness, and 10) stimulating 
policy reviews.  Fico adopts Lambeth’s framework, re-grouping the 10 functions into 
two categories:  “information influence” and “personal influence” (1984, 799).   
In turn, Fisher (1991; 2010) adapts Lambeth’s and Fico’s lists, and also 
identifies six possible areas of news media functions not included by either:  problem 
identification by stakeholder groups and by the public, identifying policymaker 
proposals, describing how policies will be administered, reacting to policy, and 
proposing change or termination.  To some extent, the policy issue criteria developed 
by Howland, et al. (2006) capture some important aspects of these categories of 
media functions in the policy process.  Outlined in the next section, these are adopted 
for the present study.   
3.9 STUDIES OF POLICY ISSUES ANALYSING NEWS AND OTHER 
CONTENT 
Selected examples of sophisticated longitudinal content analysis studies of 
political debate and policy reporting are discussed in this section.  Most deal with 
environmental policy issues, and each study approaches the communication-policy 
link from a different theoretical perspective.  The studies are methodological 
influences on the present study, but more detailed discussion of methodology is 
contained in section 4.2.2.   
The methodology of Earle’s (1986, 77) longitudinal study of soil conservation 
policy in Queensland (which initially inspired the present study) includes historical 
analysis, surveys of stakeholders’ views and an extensive analysis of contemporary 
media content (state, regional, local and rural industry newspapers during the period 
1951-1984).  Earle’s historical evaluation (aimed at representing the government 
perspective) focuses on the following questions:  how and where was policy made 
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and who made it; what the views of the government regarding the problem were over 
time; what happened to the policy as it was refined and translated during 
implementation; what the influence was of the political, social and economic 
contexts in which the policy was made and implemented; and what differences there 
were between different policies.  The same questions are addressed by Earle’s 
content analysis.  However, the content analysis further focuses on public perception 
of the policy issues, including:  what the reported views of the community and 
landholders were regarding the policy issues over time; what policy measures were 
suggested by local communities and landholders; and what influence those 
suggestions may have had on policy developments (Earle 1986, 78).   
In terms of the question of the importance of the policy issues to different 
(stakeholder) groups, the quantitative result is based on the attribution of content 
(including editorials and letters to the editor) to sources (Earle 1986, 292-298).  
Earle’s content analysis codes for “the main person responsible for information in 
[each article] and the organisation to which that person belonged” (279).  Earle’s  
source categories include:  the government department responsible for the relevant 
policy; the relevant minister; other members of parliament (state and federal); 
landholders; local government representatives; farmer organisations; and advisory 
group committees (292).  Earle (294-298) uses this coding to chart the number of 
articles containing information attributed to those source groups against a policy 
timeline.  Also of methodological interest for the present study are Earle’s (280-281) 
policy issue categories, which group issues according to the following policy process 
concepts (derived from policy process theory):  problems; policy options; 
implementation of policy; and evaluation.  
Rather than media content, Gruszczynski and Michaels focus exclusively on 
the content of US Congressional committee hearings in their analysis of five decades 
of debate on funding for a major river water diversion program.  Using Downs’ 
issue-attention cycle as a guide, and Baumgartner and colleagues’ (2004) 
evolutionary factor analysis method, Gruszczynski and Michaels (2012, 363) focus 
on the policy framing strategies of policy advocates “in the period following 
‘euphoria’ over an issue”.  Regarding this period, they reach a conclusion that will be 
relevant to the present study: 
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framing efforts by policy advocates do not end after legislation has been 
enacted or policy changed.  Elites who have been unsuccessful in achieving 
their policy aims continue to advocate for their preferred outcomes by 
altering their framing strategies (Gruszczynski and Michaels 2012, 359). 
Terkildsen, et al. (1998, 45) examine the evolution of the abortion debate in the 
US print media “using measures of message format and related contextual cues to 
determine the effectiveness of the media versus interest group players in generating 
favorable issue messages and controlling policy rhetoric”.  Specifically, their study 
codes content for:  issue frames (arguments suggested and policy outcomes stated or 
implied); issue dualism (described as “the media’s tendency to seek balance in their 
treatment of controversial issues”); symbols and meta-symbols; and number of 
sources and source cues (source descriptors) (47-50).  The study is a valuable model 
methodologically in that it is longitudinal (covering a span of 20 years) and because 
it focuses on policy arguments.  Detailed coding for source cues is also considered 
important for the present study. 
Shanahan, et al. (2008, 122-126), like Terkildsen, et al. also code for source 
cues and symbolic language in their longitudinal analysis of local and national media 
content on policies of snowmobile access and wolf reintroduction in the Greater 
Yellowstone Area over a 20 year period (1986-2006).  Shanahan, et al. (2008, 120) 
observe that:  “Who the media uses as sources of information and how they 
characteri[s]e the issue influences the perspective of the policy at hand.”  They code 
for the following sources:  interest group, elected official or judge, government 
agency, scientist, and individual or business, and they identify each source as 
representing either the state or national interest.  For each item, they code each 
source cue once.  These categories are adopted for the present study.   
Also adopted from this study is coding for whether environmental issues are 
addressed by conservation science or technology-based science in articles.  As 
Shanahan et al. (121-131) explain, “conservation science is characteri[s]ed by natural 
management, habitat and ecosystem protection, and biodiversity; technical fix 
centered science is characteri[s]ed by management of the environment through 
technological innovation and the productive capacity of natural resources”. 
In the context of analysis of the communication of science policy (specifically 
on plant biotechnology), Nisbet and Huge (2006, 3-6) present “a model for 
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understanding ‘mediated issue development’”.  Their model is based on “multiple 
common threads from the interdisciplinary literature” identified, including:  Downs’ 
issue attention cycle; Schattschneider’s concepts of mobilisation of bias and scope of 
participation; as well as “studies of the links between policy agendas and problem 
definition, research on social problems construction… literature specific to media 
framing, work related to news narratives and journalistic norms, and literature on the 
social dynamics of science-related disputes”.  Although the Nisbet and Huge model, 
which includes a mix of media production and content components, is compelling, 
the present study adopts an approach which is focused on media content alone. 
The research paper most influential upon on the present study is a description 
of a categorical content analysis system developed by Howland, et al. (2006).  The 
model was designed for a case study comparison of US national daily newspaper 
coverage of two environmental problems (and international responses to them) 
between 1980 and 2004:  the stratospheric ozone hole (and the Montreal Protocol 
ozone treaty response); and climate change (and the Kyoto Protocol response).  
Following Lasswell (1971), Howland et al., (2006, 206-229) explain that their media 
content analysis system is “designed to aid… in the description of trends in social 
and decision processes surrounding a policy”.   
Howland et al. identify arguments relative to policy goals and principles and 
code them for rhetorical direction (i.e., for or against); and for rhetorical substance.  
The latter refers to two sets of criteria:  first, whether the argument is economic, 
political, social, or environmental; and second, whether it is international or 
domestic in scope.  Arguments are defined (following Toulmin’s argumentation 
model) as comprising both a claim and data; in other words, a conclusion drawn from 
evidence, such as information from an authoritative source.  The Howland, et al. 
coding system also identifies stakeholders as the sources and/or subjects of 
arguments.   
Howland, et al. (2006, 212-214) also code arguments for relevance to 
dimensions of the policy process, with reference to five criteria of effective 
policymaking (namely:  the establishment of an accurate definition of the problem; 
the proposition of a policy solution appropriate to the defined problem; the 
acquisition of necessary support for the policy; the technical feasibility of the 
proposed policy; and the establishment of accountability for carrying out the 
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solution).  These policy issue criteria correspond to the first two stages of Lasswell’s 
(1971, 28-30) seven stage policy decision process model, i.e., intelligence gathering 
(“how information is obtained to make decisions”) and promotion (“recommending 
and mobili[s]ing support for policy alternatives”) (Clark, cited by Howland, et al. 
2006, 219).   
Similarly, the system enables analysis of the first five elements of Lasswell’s 
(1971, 19) seven-part social process (also associated with policy).  These are:  1) 
participants (the people and organisations with a stake in the policy); 2) perspectives 
(the varied viewpoints of these stakeholders); 3) situations (the situations in which 
the stakeholders interact); 4) base values (assets used by stakeholders to pursue their 
goals); and 5) strategies (the approaches stakeholders use to achieve their goals) 
(Clark, cited in Howland et al., 2006, 219).  Incidentally, the criteria of technical 
feasibility, value acceptability within the policy community, anticipated public 
acquiescence, and “a reasonable chance for receptivity among elected decision 
makers” are also criteria described by Kingdon (1995, 131) as “characteristics that 
enhance the odds of an idea’s survival” (alongside “tolerable cost”). 
To go further than Howland, et al. in explaining the application of policy issue 
criteria, the five criteria may be interpreted as indicators of what policy stakeholders 
(the sources of policy arguments) perceive to be the current location of a debate at 
any time.  The list of policy issue criteria (establishing an accurate definition of a 
problem, proposing a policy solution appropriate to the defined problem, acquiring 
necessary support for the policy, expressing concern or confidence about the 
technical feasibility of the proposed policy, and establishing accountability for 
carrying out the solution), may also be read as a list of routine tasks performed by 
policy stakeholders.   
Further, as such tasks are expected (according to policy process theory) to take 
place in an orderly sequence over time, their performance may be seen as predictable 
policy framing efforts, particularly in terms of Zito’s (2011, 1924) definition of 
policy framing as a “process by which actors seek to understand and act on complex 
situations”.  The functions of Entman’s (2007, 164) “fully developed frames” 
(section 3.6) also theoretically support this interpretation.  According to Zito (2011, 
1924): 
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the policy framing process involves policy actors a) confronting a situation 
where the understanding is problematic and uncertain, b) creating an 
understanding or story that helps analy[s]e and make sense of the situation, 
and c) then acting (and persuading others to act) on it. 
More detail on the Howland, et al. model is provided in Chapter 4.  However, it 
is important to note here that Howland’s (2006, 79-80) study does not compare 
content from different media outlets.  Rather, analysis of combined content from 
various news publications is used to make a comparison between cases, comprising 
longitudinal coverage of separate (international) issues.   
In this respect, the example of Earle’s (1986, 78) research design, which 
focuses on a natural resource management issue specific to Queensland, provides a 
more relevant model for the present study.  However, while Earle’s comparison of 
content from metropolitan, regional, and rural industry newspapers is designed to 
detect biases in coverage of the policy issue, the present study does not seek to 
quantify bias. 
3.10 DISCUSSION OF REPORTING OF ARGUMENTS IN JOURNALISM 
STUDIES 
Audience reception of news content is beyond the scope of this study, and 
space prevents a discussion here of persuasive communication from the perspective 
of public relations or mass communication professionals.  It is accepted that some 
social psychology studies establish that “when people have the motivation and ability 
to think about an issue, they scrutini[s]e the issue-relevant information presented, 
such as the arguments provided in the communication” (Petty, et al. 2009, 140).  
Scheuer (2008 46, 65, 109, 117), though, points out in relation to news reports, 
“argument alone does not change minds or reshape consensus”, and “even hearing 
two sides of an argument is no guarantee that all the relevant facts will emerge, or 
that all the valid arguments… will be ably represented”. 
Regarding the persuasiveness of evidence in communication of information, in 
a comprehensive review of literature, Reinard (1988, 46) concludes that “after fifty 
years of research… the claims for the persuasiveness of evidence emerge as quite 
strong”.  In relation to persuasion, Holbert and Tchernev (2012, 37) warn that “it is 
easy to fall prey to focusing only on message influence”.  However, studies show 
that besides content (including type of evidence), structure, and style are major 
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message features with significant effects on persuasion (Shen and Bigsby 2012, 31).  
Although the present study does not seek to compare the relative persuasiveness of 
different arguments from different sources in terms of such message features, only 
arguments supported by evidence are analysed. 
Shapiro (2010, 151-158) outlines a rhetoric-based framework for evaluation of 
journalistic practice, acknowledging that “even news reporting, the most fundamental 
form of journalism, has a persuasive element:  to succeed, journalism must convince 
its audience of the plausibility and authenticity of the facts presented”. Yet, apart 
from one exception (Herrera 2011), the reporting of arguments is not a criterion 
mentioned in literature on quality or excellence in journalism reviewed for this study 
(Merrill 1968; Gladney 1990; Gardner, Csikszentmihalyi, and Damon 2001; Bogart 
2004; Gladney, Shapiro and Castaldo 2004; Kim and Meyer 2005; Shapiro, 
Albanese, Doyle 2006).  One “traditional” criterion of quality included in a survey of 
web journalism by Gladney, Shapiro and Castaldo (2004) is relevant to the reporting 
of arguments, namely, “fact-opinion separation.” 
The presentation of claims supported by evidence is a concern for projects 
promoting excellence in journalism through fact-checking (Spivak 2011; Graves and 
Glaisyer 2012; Nyhan and Reifler 2012; Uscinski and Butler 2013; Graves, Nyhan 
and Reifler 2015; Uscinski 2015).  However, as Amazeen (2015) points out, “fact-
checkers are narrowly concerned with statements that are based upon verifiable 
facts”, as distinct from claims based upon evidence.  The present study seeks to 
measure the number of arguments supported by evidence. 
As Adam and Clark (2006, 114) note, much news is made in “society’s 
conversation”, by which they mean “the saying, arguing, and claiming – and the 
record of it in newspapers and broadcasting agencies – by citizens whose reputations 
or positions make what they say newsworthy”.  They suggest that “between 
eyewitness accounts and investigative pieces lies a wide field in which journalists 
must nevertheless engage in a process of recording, discovering, and disclosing”, and 
that the formal goal of such work should be objectivity, guided by ethical standards 
of balance and fairness.  In reporting society’s conversation, they observe, what is 
said may be accurately noted and reported, but the truth of what has been said may 
not be so easily and quickly verified.  They conclude that, “in the meantime, much of 
 Chapter 3: Literature Review 79 
what is said must be placed on the record even though, in the language of legal 
evidence, it is hearsay until it is verified” (Adam and Clark 2006, 114).  
Guidelines exist for journalists seeking to verify information, as in a classic 
textbook for US journalism students:  “[reporters can] help eliminate bias and 
distortion from news copy by categori[s]ing information as reports, inference or 
judgements, and by… reporting the evidence on which a source bases a judgment” 
(Ryan and Tankard, quoted in Black, 1977).  Cohn (2006, 193) goes further, arguing 
that journalists “can try to judge all possible claims of fact by the same methods and 
rules of evidence that scientists use to derive some reasonable guidance in scores of 
unsettled issues”.  He suggests:  “As a start, [journalists] can ask these questions:  
How do you know?  Have the claims been subjected to any studies or experiments?  
Were the studies… without any substantial bias?  Have results been fairly consistent 
from study to study?” 
Examples of media content analysis studies of reporting of arguments include 
the Howland, et al. (2006) study referred to throughout this chapter, and the 
Terkildsen, et al. (1998) study referred to in the previous section.  Herrera’s (2011, 
30, 101) analysis of the quality of arguments advanced by journalists in 28 Pulitzer 
Prize-winning reports proceeds from the assumption that, rather than simply 
providing information or facts, or relaying the opinions of others, “the bulk of what 
journalists do is to present descriptive arguments”, based on assumptions and prior 
knowledge about their audience.  In other words, journalists make claims about the 
world which may be accepted or rejected based on the quality of their reasons and 
evidence (viii).  Herrera’s study measures the quality of such descriptive arguments 
by the standards of argumentation theory, critical thinking and informal logic, 
finding an “alarming” lack of evidence in the articles analysed (97).   
Van Leeuwen (2008, 356) argues that because all opinions must be attributed 
in journalism to signify that they are not the opinions of journalists, on one level a 
news story is simply a report of what one or several spokespeople said.  But on 
another level, “judicious editing can turn the story into a logical argument”.  
Similarly, in another applied linguistics study of news content, O’Halloran (2009, 
16-43) argues that an explanation may, in fact, constitute an argument, and that 
regular readers may be positioned over time into an understanding of such 
representation.  Further, O’Halloran argues that charges of bias may be evaded by 
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newspapers when “bias is not in the text as such (i.e., in the explanation), but would 
be in the mind of the reader (i.e., in the argument)”.   
While the notion of journalistic descriptive argument (based on assumptions 
and prior knowledge about a media outlet’s audience), or O’Halloran’s (2009) notion 
of “explanation as argument” may be compelling, the present study focuses on 
arguments that are attributable to sources other than journalists themselves (although 
editorials and commentary pieces by journalists are included in this study’s content 
analysis).  This study adopts the definition of argument (comprising both a claim and 
data) employed by Howland, et al. (2006, 212).   
3.11 CONTENT ANALYSIS METHODOLOGY LITERATURE 
In a summary of post-war content analysis research, Holsti (1968, 603-604) 
explains that one of six elements of a basic communication model is of primary 
interest for users of content analysis methods, namely:  “the message.”  However, he 
argues, content analysis may also be employed to answer questions about each of the 
other basic elements of communication, namely:  the source or sender; the encoding 
process; the channel of transmission; the detector or recipient of the message; and the 
decoding process.  In addition to “the classical formulation of these questions” by 
Lasswell, et al. (namely, “Who says what, to whom, how, and with what effect?”), 
Holsti suggests another question:  “Why?” 
In Holsti’s view, content analysis research focuses on three purposes:  to 
describe manifest characteristics of communication (the “what”, “how”, and “to 
whom”); to make inferences about the antecedents of communication (the “who” and 
“why”); and to make inferences about the consequences of communication (the “with 
what effects”) (Holsti 1968, 604-607; Krippendorff 2004, 20-21; 46).  These three 
purposes are echoed in Wimmer and Dominick’s (2011, 157-159) list of five main 
purposes of content analysis, which comprises:  describing communication content; 
testing hypotheses of message characteristics; comparing media content with real-
world indicators; assessing the representation of certain groups in society; and 
establishing a starting point for media effects studies.  In these terms, the present 
study is largely descriptive (Neuendorf 2002, 53). 
As “a research technique for making replicable and valid inferences from texts 
(or other meaningful matter) to the contexts of their use”, content analysis has 
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distinct advantages according to Krippendorff (40-42), such as:  the technique’s 
unobtrusiveness; its ability to handle unstructured matter as data; its sensitivity to 
context; and its ability to cope with large volumes of data.  Various outlines of 
content analysis research (Hijmans 1996; Gunter 2000, 82-91; Neuendorf 2002, 5-9; 
and Krippendorff 2004, 16-17) distinguish quantitative content analysis from 
qualitative forms, such as:  rhetorical analysis, narrative analysis, discourse analysis, 
structuralist or semiotic analysis, and interpretative analysis.  Neuendorf (2002, 7-10) 
notes that many such qualitative analysis systems are empirical, detailed, precise, and 
appropriate for use in content analysis “with only minor adjustment”.   
In relation to these points, coding challenges for the media content analysis are 
discussed in section 4.4, and historical and political context is provided in Chapter 2.   
On the limits of quantitative content analyses, Gunter (2002, 222) observes that 
such studies tend to be purely descriptive accounts of the characteristics of media 
output, and such descriptive, atheoretical applications of content analysis “may yield 
reliable indicators of the manifest [as distinct from latent] content of the media, but 
will contribute in only a limited way to a better understanding, either of the forces 
which lie behind that content, or of its eventual impact upon audiences”.  In these 
terms, while the main unit of analysis of interest in this study (i.e., the evidence-
based policy argument) may fit within Potter and Levine-Donnerstein’s (1999, 259) 
definition of manifest content as “that which is on the surface and easily observable, 
such as the appearance of a particular word in a written text”, such policy arguments 
are not so manifest as to be identifiable by means of available digital search tools.  
Further, while the present study may not reveal much about “production ideologies” 
or anything about “impact on audiences” (Gunter (2002, 222), the present study may 
contribute to a better understanding of forces which lie behind content, inasmuch as 
the sources of policy arguments made in media content are salient examples of such 
forces. 
Krippendorff (2004, 76-77) argues that “repetitive, routine, public and 
institutionali[s]ed phenomena are easier to infer than are unconventional ones”, and 
that “content analyses are more likely to succeed when they address phenomena that 
are of a public, social, or political nature or concern phenomena of individuals’ 
participation in public, social, or political affairs”.  In this respect, the present study 
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aims to analyse data about:  claims made in the public sphere; the sources of those 
claims; and the evidence presented to support the claims.   
Regarding the use of content analysis for the purpose of establishing a starting 
point for media effects studies, Perry (2002, 102) argues that “studies of media 
content may suggest answers to effects questions, but they are not sufficient, in and 
of themselves, to answer them”.  Although Perry (2002, 111) contends that “media 
content usually contains little import unless effects occur”, for the purposes of this 
study, media content (in historical context) is considered vitally important, and media 
effects are assumed (an assumption guided, conditioned and qualified by the media 
effects literature canvased in section 3.5).   
Perry also points out that: 
in addition, content studies can help assess how well the media are living up 
to their social obligations. For instance, researchers have examined to what 
extent U.S. citizens have an opportunity to choose from a variety of 
competing viewpoints concerning current events. This is important almost 
regardless of the effects of the content (2002, 111, italics added). 
The idea that content analysis may determine whether readers had 
opportunities to choose from competing viewpoints of events is important for the 
present study.   
Finally, the idea that “journalism’s attributes provide a certain landscape on 
which [collective] memory takes shape” (Zelizer 2014, 46) is clearly one that is 
relevant to historians interpreting such content as source material (Salmon 1926, 220; 
Lasswell, et al. 1952, 16; Taft 1970; Trouillot 1995, 25-26; Duffield 2002, 161-286; 
White 2003; Krippendorff 2004 12, 26; Park 2006, 229-232).  In this regard, it is 
worth noting that Lasswell, et al. (1952, 34-39) appear to have clearly intended 
deduction of political history from media coverage in the following research advice 
regarding content analysis: 
content analysis operates on the view that… the flow of symbols is a part of 
the flow of events, and that the communication process is an aspect of the 
historical process... content analysis can be used to detect the characteristic 
attitudes of [the symbols’] user for or against selected ideas and policies, 
individuals and groups, parties and nations….  It can even detect causal 
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sequences leading to changes… whenever either cause or consequence 
receives symbolic expression, i.e., is discussed in public.  
3.12 CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK 
Ravitch and Riggan (2012, 7) define a conceptual framework as “an argument” 
about the significance of a research topic, and the appropriateness and rigour of the 
means proposed to study it.  By this definition, an argument for the present study 
proceeds as follows.   
 Firstly, the significance of the natural resource management (NRM) 
problem of BSLC in Queensland is to be here assumed.   
 Secondly, it is to be assumed that the mass media play a role in raising 
public awareness of the BSLC problem, facilitating debate over 
proposed policy responses, and reporting the effect of implemented 
policies on the extent of the problem.   
 Thirdly, it is argued that mass media news coverage of the public policy 
debate over BSLC in Queensland is a significant source of data that is 
worthy of a case study. 
 Fourthly, it is argued that a longitudinal media content analysis of news 
reporting, in combination with a historical analysis of other primary and 
secondary source material, constitutes an appropriate and rigorous 
research methodology to investigate the nature of the relevant public 
policy debate over time.   
 Fifthly, it is argued that the sources of, and rhetorical substance and 
direction of relevant policy arguments constitute an appropriate focus 
for such a content analysis.   
The first and third components of this conceptual framework are borne out in 
the chapter on historical context, and the above literature review supports the second, 
fourth, and fifth components.   
3.13 RESEARCH PROBLEM, RESEARCH QUESTIONS, AND 
CONCLUSION 
Without extensive literature on journalistic reporting of arguments in general, 
and policy arguments in particular, it is expected that a clearer understanding of 
 84 Chapter 3: Literature Review 
reporting of arguments may result from analysis of:  which sources present which 
kinds of policy arguments; the content of those arguments; and trends in coverage of 
arguments across news publications and over time.  In view of the model established 
by Howland, et al. (2006), it is considered appropriate for an analysis of media 
content on the BSLC debate in Queensland to focus on the rhetorical substance and 
direction of relevant policy arguments reported by the media.  Also following 
Howland, et al., it is considered appropriate that the focus of this study should be 
claims supported by evidence reported by journalists, rather than unsupported claims 
(in other words, that only good examples of reporting of arguments should be 
analysed).  Shanahan and colleagues’ (2008) detailed coding of sources also provides 
a model that is appropriate for this study.   
It is also to be expected that a discussion of trends in evidence-based policy 
arguments presented by sources, with reference to a historical account of relevant 
policy changes, will contribute to theoretical understanding of aspects of the role of 
media in the policy process.  Some of the coding categories employed by Earle 
(1986, 280-281) and Howland, et al. (2006, 206) correspond to stages of the policy 
process, and are designed to enable examination of the relationship between 
reporting and the policy process over time.  For instance, Howland, et al. (220-221) 
state that their policy issue criteria (PIC)1 coding category (“definition of the 
problem”) corresponds to the intelligence gathering function in Lasswell’s decision 
process, and that their PIC2 (“appropriate solutions”) and PIC3 (“political support”) 
coding categories together “provide a gauge of the promotion function in 
[Lasswell’s] decision process”.   
Chapter 2 addressed the first part of the overall research question for this study:  
Between 1998 and 2006, what changes were made in BSLC policy in Queensland, 
and who made what kinds of arguments about that policy in Queensland newspaper 
reports?  To address the second part of the question, four specific research questions 
(RQs) about arguments made in the press regarding BSLC policy are pursued in the 
content analysis study.  These questions, based on the categorical content analysis 
system developed by Howland, et al. (206-213), are: 
 RQ1:  “What proportion of arguments is supportive of, or opposed to, the 
policy goal of maximum immediate reduction of native vegetation 
clearing?” 
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 RQ2:  “In what proportion are the arguments:  international or domestic; 
and economic, natural (environmental), political, or social in nature?” 
 RQ3:  “What is relevance of the arguments to one or more of five criteria 
of effective policy making (namely:  the establishment of an accurate 
definition of the problem; the proposition of a policy solution appropriate 
to the defined problem; the acquisition of necessary support for the policy; 
the technical feasibility of the proposed policy; and the establishment of 
accountability for carrying out the solution)?” 
 RQ4:  “What stakeholder groups are the main sources of the arguments?” 
The first question concerns rhetorical direction (whether for or against the 
policy goal).  The second question concerns the substance of arguments.  The 
substance categories (economic, environmental, political, and social) correspond to 
the main aspects of significance of the BSLC issue for Queensland (refer to section 
1.5).  A strategic feature of this study is that it adopts a particular definition of an 
argument, whereby both a claim and data are required (Howland et al. 2006, 212); in 
other words, a conclusion based on evidence from a plausible source.  The five 
elements of the third question broadly relate to stages of the policy process (Howland 
2006, 291), so the presence of one or more of these concerns serves as an indicator of 
the perceived location of the debate in relation to theoretical stages of the policy 
process at any point in time.   
The significance of the NRM problem of BSLC in Queensland, and the policy 
goal of maximum immediate reduction of native vegetation clearing has been 
established in Chapter 2.  As stated in section 1.5 above, while the introduction and 
implementation of the VMA has been analysed in detail by legal scholars (McGrath 
2002/2003; McGrath 2006/2007; Kehoe 2014), media coverage of the public policy 
debate surrounding the legislative changes has not been analysed in any great detail.  
This is the main research problem for the present study.  When this considered 
alongside the fact that there is evidently little content analysis research on 
journalistic reporting of arguments in general, and policy arguments in particular, the 
challenge of addressing two research problems in one study emerges.  It is expected 
that the pursuit of the RQs just outlined will serve to address these research gaps. 
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Chapter 4: Research Design 
4.1 INTRODUCTION 
This chapter describes the design adopted by this research to achieve the aims 
and objectives stated in section 1.4 above.  To restate, the aim is to map the 
landscape of the public policy debate around broad-scale land-clearing (BSLC) in 
Queensland newspapers between 1998 and 2006.  The objectives are:  to review 
literature relevant to analysis of news reporting of public policy debates; to collate 
newspaper content from one Queensland metropolitan daily and one Queensland 
rural industry weekly relevant to the BSLC public policy debate; to analyse that 
content using a system which is theoretically supported by reviewed literature; to 
develop a historical account describing the context of the BSLC public policy debate; 
to report the results of the content analysis; and to discuss the results in terms of the 
research literature and the policy history.  Section 4.2 discusses the methodology 
used in the study, and the research design.  Section 4.3 outlines the procedure used; 
section 4.4 discusses how the data was analysed.  Discussion of the ethical 
considerations of the research and its problems and limitations in section 4.5 leads to 
the conclusion of the chapter. 
4.2 METHODOLOGY AND RESEARCH DESIGN 
4.2.1 Methodology 
On the basis of the literature review, a case study incorporating longitudinal 
media content analysis of news reporting, in combination with a historical analysis of 
other primary and secondary source material, is considered to be an appropriate and 
sufficiently rigorous research methodology for the purposes of the present inquiry.  
The main unit of observation and analysis is the policy argument.  Based on the 
categorical content analysis system developed by Howland et al. (2006, 206-213) 
(outlined above in section 3.9), four research questions (RQs) about arguments made 
in the press regarding BSLC policy in Queensland during the period 1998-2006 are 
addressed by this study’s content analysis:  
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 RQ1:  “What proportion of arguments is supportive of, or opposed to, the 
policy goal of maximum immediate reduction of native vegetation 
clearing?” 
 RQ2:  “In what proportion are the arguments:  international or domestic; 
and economic, natural (environmental), political, or social in nature?” 
 RQ3:  “What is relevance of the arguments to one or more of five criteria 
of effective policy making (namely:  the establishment of an accurate 
definition of the problem; the proposition of a policy solution appropriate 
to the defined problem; the acquisition of necessary support for the policy; 
the technical feasibility of the proposed policy; and the establishment of 
accountability for carrying out the solution)?” 
 RQ4:  “What stakeholder groups are the main sources of the arguments?” 
4.2.2 Research Design:  Content Analysis System Employed 
The research design employed for this study is primarily derived from three 
policy-oriented news content analysis systems:  one developed by Howland et al. 
(2006), another by Shanahan et al. (2008), and another by Earle (1986).  All three 
systems combine quantitative and qualitative research design elements.  The 
elements borrowed from all these systems complement one another. 
As the four RQs  suggest, the Howland et al. (2006, 206) system is designed to 
enable human coders to:  identify arguments in news articles bearing upon a specific 
policy problem and solutions to solve it; assess the direction of the arguments 
relative to a specific set of policy goals and principles (i.e., whether for or against); 
categorise the content of the arguments; and note the stakeholders linked to the 
argument.  Theoretically based on elements of Toulmin’s theory of argument, the 
Howland et al. (2006, 212) model requires statements to comprise both a claim and 
data in order to qualify for coding; for instance, a statement supported by evidence or 
information from an accountable source.  To outline the model in more detail, it 
requires researchers to code the articles by following four steps: 
1) identify statements to be coded; 2) assign each statement one or more of 
16 codes to establish the direction and substance of the argument relative to 
the proposed policy (these codes can only count once per article); 3) assign 
each statement one or more of five policy issue criteria codes; 4) note the 
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source/subject of each statement and assign it a corresponding code…  
(Howland et al. 2006, 211). 
At the second step, rhetorical direction of arguments (for or against) is coded 
with either the letter “F” or “A”.  As Howland et al. (213) explain, rhetorical 
substance refers to two sets of criteria:  “first, whether the argument is economic, 
political, social, or environmental (we use the more inclusive but slightly less 
intuitive term ‘natural’); and second, whether it is international or domestic in 
scope.”  Accordingly, the second code letter assigned to each argument is either “E,” 
“P,” “S,” or “N” and the third code letter assigned to each argument is either “T” for 
transboundary, (for those that are international in scope) or “L” for local (for 
domestic-focused arguments).  The following 16 potential code combinations for 
direction and substance are employed by Howland et al.  The eight for codes are:  
FEL, FET, FPL, FPT, FSL, FST, FNL, FNT.  The eight against codes are: AEL, 
AET, APL, APT, ASL, AST, ANL, ANT.  To clarify, an argument may be coded 
more than once for direction and substance, but the same code is not to be used more 
than once per article. 
In the next step, Howland et al. (213) explain that “the coders determine which 
of five criteria of effective policy making are put at issue by the arguments”.  The 
policy issue criteria (PIC) are those outlined in the RQ3 bullet point above (section 
4.2.1).  Howland, et al. (213) argue that “these five criteria enable us to envision the 
overall range of possible issues a proposed policy faces and get a sense of that 
policy’s potential to resolve these issues”.  Howland et al. (218) allow for more than 
one policy issue criteria code to be assigned to a single argument. 
According to Howland, et al. (214), the identification of stakeholders is “a 
somewhat subjective process” and they recommend that codes to identify stakeholder 
groups should be created only after completing the task of coding all arguments in 
the sample.  The authors explain the recording of stakeholders who are “explicitly 
linked to coded arguments” as follows: 
By explicitly linked we mean that the stakeholder is either the clearly 
identified source of an argument or a clear topic of the argument... [and] a 
single source in an argument can be assigned more than one code (Howland 
2006, 214). 
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Rather than this multiple assignment of codes, the present study adapts a 
detailed categorisation of stakeholders, or “source cues,” from Shanahan et al. (2008, 
122-126).  Their coding of sources uses the following categories:  interest group; 
elected official or judge; government agency; science; and individual or business.  
Where environmental issues are addressed by scientific sources in articles, their 
coding method distinguishes between conservation science and technology-based 
science.  In addition, each source is identified as representing either a state or 
national interest.   
Following Shanahan, et al., (134) source types associated with arguments are 
coded once for each article in the present study.  The 13 codes used for sources are:  
IGQ (Interest Group Queensland), IGN (Interest Group National), IGI (Interest 
Group International), OJQ (Elected Official or Judge Queensland), OJN (Elected 
Official or Judge National), GAQ (Government Agency Queensland), GAN 
(Government Agency National), SCQ (Science Conservation Queensland), SCN 
(Science Conservation National), STQ (Science Technical Queensland), STN 
(Science Technical National), IBQ (Individual or Business Queensland), and IBN 
(Individual or Business National).  As the Shanahan, et al. study is concerned with a 
region-specific environmental issue, its coding scheme does not include a category 
for international sources.  For the present study, the IGI category was added to 
encompass contributions from international interest groups to the debate in 
Queensland, even if the spokespeople were based in Australia.   
The historical policy and political context outlined in the previous chapter 
supports the use of these source categories.  Similarly, the source codes used in 
Earle’s (1986, 292) study (refer to section 3.9) confirm the appropriateness of the 
present study’s source categories for a natural resource management issue in a state-
wide debate. 
4.3 PROCEDURE 
The following outline refers to digitally archived Queensland Country Life 
(QCL) articles available via the newspaper’s website.  These articles were archived 
online until mid-September 2015, when the QCL website was refurbished.  Then, 
thousands of archived articles dating from 1999 disappeared overnight, together with 
about seven years’ of reader comments on articles.  Portable Document Format 
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(PDF) copies had already been made of all articles used in this study, including QCL 
online news archive articles.  The date that online archive articles were saved, along 
with Uniform Resource Locators (URL’s) for each article, were saved as PDF 
document headers and footers by the Google Chrome browser. 
On 13 July 2014, digitally archived Courier-Mail (CM) articles containing the 
same search terms (“native vegetation”, “vegetation management”, “landcover”, 
“tree-clearing” or “land-clearing”) were also accessed via the Factiva database in a 
search including “all dates”.  The search, using the keywords and operators 
[rst=fqlcol and native vegetation or (vegetation management) or (landcover) or (tree-
clearing) or (land-clearing)], produced 1,356 results.  The earliest of the digitised 
articles in this collection dated from January 1998.  This collection of articles was 
reviewed for relevance.   
On 16 July 2014, digitally archived QCL articles containing the same search 
terms (“native vegetation”, “vegetation management”, “landcover”, “tree-clearing” 
or “land-clearing”) were accessed via the QCL website (news archive section).  The 
earliest search result was 6 October 1999.  The search produced 1,158 results.  The 
now inactive URL for that search is still included in Appendix A.  The resulting 
collection of articles was also reviewed for relevance.  In addition to all articles 
published prior to 14 September 1999, content from the following months was found 
to be missing from the QCL online archive:  July, August and September, 2000; 
December 2001; and March, April, May and June of 2006. 
In the interests of reducing the number of articles for analysis, a decision was 
taken to focus on the period 1 January 1998 through to 31 December 2006.  This 
decision was guided by a study highlighting the significance of legal changes during 
the period (McGrath 2006/2007), and by evidence of the importance of the BSLC 
issue in the 1998 Queensland election campaign (refer to section 2.4).  Thus, with the 
range of dates narrowed from 1 January 1998 (the earliest-dated CM articles 
available via Factiva) to 31 December 2006, the same Factiva search produced a total 
of 1,045 CM articles.   
The CM collection contained a number of articles that to a large extent 
duplicated the content of other articles with similar titles (appearing for instance, in 
morning and evening editions).  Where two or more articles were found to contain 
substantial duplication, articles of lower word count were eliminated.  The collection 
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of articles was further reviewed for relevance.  This process eliminated reports from 
other states that did not deal substantially with BSLC policy in Queensland, as well 
as letters to the editor.  A total of 408 articles were selected based on relevance, 
including opinion columns and editorials. 
As the available digital archive of CM articles dated back to January 1998, and 
the digital archive of QCL articles dated back to September 1999, previous content 
for both publications was only available via microform copies.  It was considered 
that the content of at least one of the two publications should be reviewed, to enable 
some analysis of coverage of the public policy debate in 1997, at least for historical 
context.  In order to save time, it was decided to review the weekly QCL for 1997 
content, rather than the daily CM.  QCL content was also sourced from microform 
for any material missing from the QCL digital archive.  
In the process, the opportunity was taken to compare the results of a manual 
search of microform for a month of QCL content with the results of a digital archive 
search for the same month (October 1999).  From this comparison, it was concluded 
that the digital archive was designed to include news and editorials, but not regular 
opinion columns contributed by industry representatives.  Minor discrepancies 
between publication dates were also discovered, reflecting the difference between the 
online news format and the weekly print format. 
Scans of QCL articles and editorials were saved in Tagged Image File Format 
from microform.  This collection of articles was reviewed for relevance.  Again, this 
process eliminated reports from other states that did not deal substantially with 
BSLC policy in Queensland.  For the period 1 January 1998 to 31 December 2006, a 
total of 386 QCL articles (from both microform and the digital archive), were 
selected based on relevance. 
The samples of 408 relevant CM articles and 386 relevant QCL articles were 
then assessed for the presence of claims and evidence.  After examination of the 386 
relevant QCL articles, 76 were coded for claims supported by evidence and the 
sources associated with those claims.  A list of these articles by title appears as 
Appendix A. Similarly, upon examination of the 408 relevant CM articles, 118 were 
coded for claims supported by evidence and the sources associated with the claims. 
A list of these articles by title appears as Appendix B.  Appendices A and B also 
present coding for rhetorical direction and substance categories in columns alongside 
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the titles of coded articles.  Comparison of the results of coding for the 76 QCL 
articles and 118 CM articles sampled for the period 1998-2006 is presented in 
Chapter 5. 
4.4 ANALYSIS 
Basic coding was done using QSR NVivo 10 qualitative analysis software.  
More detailed coding by means of annotation of facsimile copies (PDF) of articles 
was done using Adobe Acrobat Pro.  Where image file copies of microform articles 
were coded, annotation first required conversion to text by optical character 
recognition.  All coding was recorded in Microsoft Excel spreadsheets. 
The main coding challenges were:  deciding whether each claim was supported 
by evidence; and deciding which rhetorical substance category to place each 
argument into (whether economic, natural, political, or social).  McCroskey’s 
definition of evidence (see section 1.2 above) was useful as a guide.  The key to 
coding for rhetorical substance was to focus on the main point of the argument in 
question.   
As an example of an argument coded as against economic, following the 
release of an Australian Bureau of Agricultural and Resource Economics (ABARE) 
report on compensation for landholders, AgForce claimed that “farmers collectively 
stood to lose millions” (Ryan 2000b).  An example of a for natural (environmental) 
argument was provided by a spokesperson for the Queensland Conservation Council 
in response to the release of satellite data and an ABARE farm survey on land-
clearing, to the effect that failure to introduce strict BSLC controls would make “a 
mockery of Australia’s efforts to meet its international obligations on greenhouse gas 
emissions” (Ryan 1999b).  An against social argument was made by a Darling 
Downs woolgrower and Landcare project officer, based on the experience of her 
Landcare group that state government would “risk losing farmers’ goodwill” if 
BSLC legislation was “heavy-handed” (McKenna, et al. 1999).  A statement coded 
as for political was made after the release of the first Queensland State of the 
Environment report in 1999, when a Greens Party spokesperson predicted “trouble” 
if the government failed to introduce BSLC controls in response to the report (Ryan 
1999c).   
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The question of rhetorical direction was generally less challenging, as it hinged 
on whether arguments were for or against the policy goal of maximum immediate 
conservation of native vegetation.  This could require strict interpretation of the term 
maximum immediate conservation.  The following quote from an opinion piece from 
the president of AgForce is illustrative:   
AgForce has, at considerable cost and effort, been supportive of the regional 
process as the way forward in solving a complex issue.  The indication, from 
those regional plans that the State Natural Resources and Mines Minister has 
released, is that the process is capable of delivering substantial reductions in 
clearing.  Delivering on the implementation of that process will be a 
challenge, but it is more likely to approached positively by those 
communities when they have some ownership of the solution rather than 
having something imposed from George Street, Brisbane, or Capital Hill in 
Canberra (Acton 2003). 
In this example, the question of whether the argument was in favour of 
maximum immediate conservation entailed the history of “the regional process”, 
which involved regional vegetation planning committees developing regional plans 
over years (discussed in section 2.5).  So, while the argument was in favour of 
“substantial reductions” in clearing in the long term, it was not in favour of 
maximum immediate conservation, and so was not coded as for political. 
Coding some arguments as international (transboundary) or domestic (local) 
also presented a challenge.  As Howland et al. (2006, 217) observe, the fact that 84 
percent of arguments were coded “Transboundary” in their study of coverage of the 
Montreal Protocol debate was not surprising because the environmental problem in 
question was international.  In the present study, the environmental problem was 
essentially domestic, but explicitly linked by the Howard government to the global 
problem of greenhouse gas emissions (GHGE), through a federal commitment to 
adhere to Kyoto Protocol targets (without actually signing the Protocol).  While a 
small proportion of the arguments identified in the first step of the coding procedure 
were clearly international, and the overwhelming majority was domestic, or local, 
some of the arguments were difficult to assign to either category.   
For instance, when the Queensland Premier argued that at least $100 million of 
$580 million in federal funds set aside to reduce GHGE should be allocated to 
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Queensland for the purposes of compensating farmers, he specifically cited 
Australia’s Kyoto GHGE target (Griffith and Greber 1999; Beattie 2000a; Franklin 
2000; McKenna 2000d; O’Malley 2004d; Thomson 2004m).  However, it was 
essentially a federal-state funding dispute.   
Even some arguments which appear international in nature (at face value) may 
might have an underlying domestic concern, like the Australia Institute claim that 
“the opportunity to end land-clearing provides a means of making a large 
contribution to meeting Australia’s Kyoto target very cheaply” (Ryan 2000d).  
Arguments in favour of an end to BSLC in Queensland which referred to 
international data were also challenging to categorise.  For instance, references were 
made to Queensland having “the worst rate of land-clearing in the western world,” 
(Franklin 1999b) “the fifth-highest rate of land-clearing on earth,” (Franklin and 
McKenna 2000) and was in line “with the Congo and Bolivia among the half-dozen 
worst land clearers in the world” (Cole 2001), “now rivalling Brazil and Indonesia in 
its annual loss of bush” (Ryan 2001a).   
Clearly the main international dimensions to the BSLC public policy debate in 
Queensland were Australia’s notional Kyoto commitments and the comparison of 
Queensland’s rate of clearing with other nations.  Other international issues raised 
included biodiversity (a global ecological value) and agricultural exports.  As land 
management is a state government power, international aspects of the BSLC public 
policy debate were less material than they might have been in debate involving 
international law.   
The fact that an argument could be coded twice enabled the complexity of 
some arguments to be represented in the coding.  For instance, the same argument 
could be coded as for political local and for natural transboundary.  Such an 
argument appears in an article (Griffith and Greber 1999) included as an example of 
coding in Appendix C. 
Coding data for policy issue criteria (PIC1 through to PIC5, explained in the 
previous section) is presented in the sets of coding sheets for QCL and CM 
(Appendices D and E, respectively).  Coding for PIC was informed by an 
examination of both a claim and supporting data.  As an example, the extract from 
the AgForce president’s opinion piece cited above, if it had been coded, would have 
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been coded as PIC3, (the acquisition of necessary support for the policy) and PIC5 
(the establishment of accountability for carrying out the solution).   
Regarding coding for PIC, Howland et al. (2006, 218) suggest that:  “it is 
useful to look at the distribution of substance codes (Economic, Political, Social and 
Natural) across each policy issue category to understand which kinds of arguments 
are more relevant to each respective policy issue criteria”.  The coding sheets in 
Appendices D and E enable such analysis by identifying articles coded in each 
rhetorical direction/substance category (and providing total counts for these), as well 
as presenting PIC coding in columns with totals.  These tables also include source 
type coding, enabling identification of correlation of source types and categories of 
argument.  In effect, this coding indicates the stage of the policy process that the 
attributed source of an argument considered the debate to be located at. 
One option considered for this study was to break the count for source type 
coding into fractions, so that total for each article would equal one.  This option was 
only taken in the case of one article, in which the identity of a source was not 
revealed, but it could be inferred (Krippendorff 2004, 36-37) that the source type was 
from one of two categories.  A half-count for each source type was coded in that 
case.  In all other articles, one source could be confidently identified for the claim.   
Other aspects of source coding also required careful consideration of the 
categories adapted from Shanahan, et al. (2008).  For instance:  “conservation” and 
“technical” scientists based in Queensland were categorised, respectively, as SCQ or 
STQ (unless they were clearly identified as members of a national panel or 
committee); and “conservation” and “technical” scientists based in other states were 
categorised, respectively, as SCN or STN. 
In the case of a source representing the Queensland Greens, a party which did 
not hold a seat in the Queensland parliament during the period under review, the 
source was coded as IGQ.  In the case of members of parliament in Opposition, these 
were placed in the OJQ or OJN category, alongside elected officials and judges.  As 
noted in Chapter 3, although the Property Rights Australia (PRA) organisation has 
had national aspirations, its initial focus was on Queensland legislation, and it was 
incorporated under the Associations Incorporation Act 1981 (Qld).  Therefore, for 
the purposes of the present study, it was coded as a Queensland interest group (IGQ).   
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The analysis showed both the CM and the QCL accommodated commentary, 
the former notably with its editorials and opinion pieces by guest writers (such as 
Premier Beattie or Senator Hill); and the QCL with several opinion pieces published 
without by-lines in the online news archive.  Where credited, opinion pieces were 
often labelled as “analysis” pieces in the QCL.   
During the coding process, which took several months, notes were made of key 
events in the news coverage, to assist in the development of a narrative account of 
the historical policy and political context.  The coding process also confirmed the 
appropriateness of the source type categories adopted.   
The next chapter/section presents findings and discusses them. 
4.5 ETHICS AND LIMITATIONS 
No human subjects were involved in the research, and therefore no ethical 
clearance was required.  All research material was in the public domain during the 
study period (2014-2015), until the QCL online news archive was discontinued in 
September 2015.  However, access to Queensland Parliamentary Library material 
was restricted, and similarly, access to material held by the University of Queensland 
Fryer Library was subject to clearance for research purposes only. 
Coding was done by the researcher alone, as resources were not available for 
an inter-coder reliability test.  Intercoder reliability is important to provide basic 
validation of a coding scheme; in other words, “that the coding scheme is not limited 
to use by only one individual” (Neuendorf 2002, 142, original emphasis).  As this 
study employs a coding scheme derived directly from two schemes previously 
developed and tested by other researchers (Howland et al. 2006; Shanahan, et al. 
2008), it is reasonable to expect that the coding scheme is not limited to use by only 
one individual.   
4.6 CONCLUSION 
This chapter has outlined the design adopted to achieve the aims and objectives 
of this research.  For the purposes of the present inquiry, a case study incorporating 
longitudinal media content analysis of news reporting, in combination with a 
historical analysis of other primary and secondary source material, is considered to 
be an appropriate and sufficiently rigorous research methodology.  The main unit of 
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observation and analysis is the policy argument.  Four research questions are pursued 
in the content analysis to identify:  the proportion of arguments made for and against 
the policy goal of maximum immediate reduction of native vegetation clearing; the 
proportion of arguments that were international or domestic and economic, natural 
(environmental), political, or social in nature; the relevance of the arguments to one 
or more of five criteria of effective policy making; and the stakeholder groups 
responsible for the arguments.   
The selection of relevant articles for the period 1 January 1998 to 31 December 
2006, and the procedure for the coding of claims supported by evidence and the 
sources associated with those claims has been outlined.  The main challenges for 
coding have also been outlined, with reference to media content examples.  These 
challenges include:  deciding whether each claim was supported by evidence; and 
deciding which rhetorical substance category to place each argument into (whether 
economic, natural, political, or social).  Issues for source coding have also been 
explained. 
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Chapter 5: Results 
5.1 INTRODUCTION:  RESEARCH QUESTIONS ADDRESSED 
Four research questions (RQs) were addressed by the coding system employed.  
This chapter reports evidence from the analysis of Queensland Country Life (QCL) 
and The Courier-Mail (CM) content that provides answers to those questions.  For 
each RQ, results are firstly presented for the QCL and secondly for the CM.  
References are made to various appendices, and graphs are included to assist 
interpretation.  The “%” symbol is employed for convenience in this chapter. 
To restate the RQs, they were: 
 RQ1:  “What proportion of arguments is supportive of, or opposed to, the 
policy goal of maximum immediate reduction of native vegetation 
clearing?” 
 RQ2:  “In what proportion are the arguments:  international or domestic; 
and economic, natural (environmental), political, or social in nature?” 
 RQ3:  “What is relevance of the arguments to one or more of five criteria 
of effective policy making (namely:  the establishment of an accurate 
definition of the problem; the proposition of a policy solution appropriate 
to the defined problem; the acquisition of necessary support for the policy; 
the technical feasibility of the proposed policy; and the establishment of 
accountability for carrying out the solution)?” 
 RQ4:  “What stakeholder groups are the main sources of the arguments?” 
5.2 RQ 1 RHETORICAL DIRECTION 
5.2.1 QCL Results 
Arguments from 76 QCL articles were coded.  In some cases, more than one 
argument was coded from an article (although not in the same category), and some 
arguments were coded more than once for rhetorical direction and substance (refer to 
Appendix A).  The total number of coded arguments from QCL in the 1998-2006 
period was 88, with 61 (53.7%) against, and 27 (23.8%) for. 
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5.2.2 CM Results 
Arguments from 118 CM articles were coded.  Again, more than one argument 
was coded from some articles, and some arguments were coded more than once 
(refer to Appendix B).  The total number of coded arguments from CM in the 1998-
2006 period was 139, with 114 (82%) for, and 25 (18%) against the policy goal of 
maximum immediate reduction of native vegetation clearing.  So, in terms of 
rhetorical direction, there was a substantial difference between the arguments made 
in the CM and those made in the QCL. 
5.3 RQ 2 RHETORICAL SUBSTANCE 
5.3.1 QCL Results 
For QCL, the largest total number of coded arguments among all rhetorical 
direction and substance categories over the period 1998-2006 was 26 (29.5% of 88) 
in the against political category.  In decreasing order of quantitative significance, the 
total numbers of coded arguments by direction and substance were:  against 
economic, 24 (27.3%); for natural (environmental), 17 (19.3%); against natural 
(environmental), 10 (11.4%); for economic, five (5.7%); and for political, five.  So, 
in terms of the case against maximum immediate conservation in the QCL coverage, 
political arguments were predominant, followed by economic arguments.  In terms of 
natural (environmental) arguments, the appearance of a balanced debate was 
presented, albeit with more arguments for than against.  Comparatively fewer 
political and economic arguments were presented in favour of further regulation. 
Arguments coded across all categories were overwhelmingly domestic.  Only 
one transboundary (international) argument (for natural) was coded, from an article 
highlighting the contribution of native vegetation conservation to greenhouse gas 
emissions reduction (QCL Staff Writer 2004c) (refer to Appendix D).  Figure 5.1 
depicts rhetorical direction and substance coding results for the QCL (without 
delineating coding for the single international argument).  Figure 5.2 depicts 
rhetorical direction and substance coding results by year.  In the graphs, the term 
“Natural” refers to environmental arguments. 
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Figure 5.1. Coding for rhetorical direction and rhetorical substance (totals), QCL, 
1998-2006. 
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Figure 5.2. Coding for rhetorical direction and rhetorical substance (by year), QCL, 
1998-2006. 
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5.3.2 CM Results 
Among all rhetorical substance and direction categories over the period 1998-
2006, the single largest group of coded arguments from the CM was the for political 
category, comprising 60 arguments (43.2% of 139 coded arguments).  In decreasing 
order of quantitative significance, the other total number of coded arguments by 
substance and direction for the CM were:  for natural (environmental), 40 (28.8%); 
for economic, 14 (10.1%); against political, 10 (7.2%); against natural 
(environmental), eight (5.7%); and against economic, six (4.3%).  So, in terms of the 
case in favour of maximum immediate conservation in the CM coverage, political 
arguments were predominant, followed by natural (environmental) and economic 
arguments.  The case against received less attention, with political, natural and 
economic lines of argument put forward, in that order of prominence. 
Arguments coded across all categories were overwhelmingly domestic (refer to 
Figures E2, E5, E6, and E7 in Appendix E).  Figure 5.3 depicts rhetorical direction 
and substance coding results for the CM (without delineating coding for 
international/domestic arguments).  Figure 5.4 depicts rhetorical direction and 
substance coding results by year.  Again, in all graphs presented here, the term 
“Natural” refers to environmental arguments. 
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Figure 5.3. Coding for rhetorical direction and rhetorical substance (totals), CM, 
1998-2006. 
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Figure 5.4. Coding for rhetorical direction and rhetorical substance (by year), CM, 
1998-2006. 
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5.4 RQ 3 POLICY ISSUE CRITERIA (PIC) 
5.4.1 QCL Results 
Within the category with the largest total of coded arguments in the QCL 
(against political), the highest scoring PIC category, with 20 arguments coded, was 
PIC4 (technical feasibility of the proposed policy).  While most political arguments 
made against maximum immediate tree conservation were concerned with policy 
feasibility, the least number was concerned with establishment of an accurate 
definition of the problem and proposition of a policy solution appropriate for the 
defined problem.  As year-to-year charts (Figures F1 and F5) in Appendix F show, 
most against economic and against political arguments in the QCL were made after 
mid-2003.  
Similarly, in the against economic category, technical feasibility was the main 
concern of arguments (with 20 PIC4 arguments coded).  Within the for natural 
(environmental) category, PIC1 arguments dominated (12 in total).  Within the 
against natural category, PIC1 arguments also dominated (nine in total).   
These results for natural (environmental) arguments in the QCL are 
noteworthy, as this was one category in which the appearance of a balanced debate 
was presented, albeit with more arguments in favour than opposed.  The PIC coding 
results show that in this area of the debate, most arguments on both sides were 
preoccupied with the definition of the problem.  The second largest group of 
arguments for was focussed on the proposition of a policy solution appropriate for 
the defined problem, while the second largest group of arguments against were 
concerned with feasibility. 
The clearest finding from the PIC results is the fact that the two largest 
categories (against political and against economic) were predominantly concerned 
with technical feasibility, while for natural (environmental) arguments were mainly 
concerned with establishment of an accurate definition of the BSLC problem.  In this 
respect, the against political category most clearly reflected conventional policy 
process stages (moving from problem definition to later stages over time).  PIC 
coding will be discussed further in the section 5.5.  Figure 5.5 depicts all rhetorical 
direction and substance coding according to PIC category for the QCL.  In this chart, 
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PIC categories from PIC1 through to PIC5 are labelled, respectively:  “Problem”, 
“Policy”, “Support”, “Feasibility”, and “Accountability”. 
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Figure 5.5. Coding for rhetorical direction, rhetorical substance, and policy issue 
criteria categories (PIC1-PIC5), QCL, 1998-2006. 
5.4.2 CM Results 
As stated above, more than one PIC category could be coded for each 
argument.  Within the largest direction and substance category of coded arguments in 
the CM (for political), the highest-scoring PIC category, with 44 arguments coded, 
was PIC5 (establishment of accountability for carrying out the solution to the 
problem).  The scores for the other PIC codes in the for political category, in 
decreasing order of significance, were:  PIC4 (technical feasibility of the proposed 
policy), 28; PIC3 (acquisition of necessary support for the policy), 20; PIC2 
(proposition of a policy solution appropriate for the defined problem), seven; and 
PIC1 (establishment of an accurate definition of the problem), three.  In other words, 
in terms of political arguments made in favour of maximum immediate tree 
conservation, most arguments made were concerned with establishment of 
accountability for carrying out the solution to the problem and the least number was 
concerned with establishment of an accurate definition of the problem. 
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Within the second largest category of coded arguments from the CM (for 
natural) (environmental), the distribution of PIC arguments was strikingly different 
to that in the for political category.  The highest-scoring PIC category, with 24 for 
natural (environmental) arguments coded, was PIC1.  Furthermore, arguments in this 
category were made throughout the period 1999-2005.  This result mirrors the QCL 
result for PIC1 coding in the for natural (environmental) category.  The scores for 
the other PIC codes in the for natural (environmental) category for the CM, in 
decreasing order of significance, were:  PIC2, 13; PIC4, 13; PIC3, seven; and PIC5, 
five.  In other words, in the for natural (environmental) category, establishment of an 
accurate definition of the problem was the primary concern, and establishment of 
accountability for carrying out the solution to the problem was the lowest priority.  In 
the against natural (environmental) category, technical feasibility arguments were 
the main concern, appearing in the period 2001-2005. 
PIC coding in the for political coding sheet for the CM (Appendix E, Figure 
E7) particularly indicates a rapid progression away from PIC1 and PIC2 arguments 
(made before the VMA was passed), towards PIC3, PIC4 and PIC5 arguments (in the 
period after the VMA was passed).  This movement from concern with definition of 
the problem, towards establishing accountability, may indicate a perception among 
stakeholders making political arguments that the regulatory situation was maturing.  
The for political category is the only CM category where a PIC coding trend 
reflecting policy process stages is clear, and that trend is in stark contrast to PIC 
coding for for natural (environmental) arguments in both QCL and CM.  PIC coding 
will be discussed further in section 5.5.   
Figure 5.6 depicts all rhetorical direction and substance coding according to 
PIC category for the CM.  Again, in the chart, PIC categories from PIC1 through to 
PIC5 are labelled, respectively:  “Problem”, “Policy”, “Support”, “Feasibility”, and 
“Accountability”. 
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Figure 5.6. Coding for rhetorical direction, rhetorical substance, and policy issue 
criteria categories (PIC1-PIC5), CM, 1998-2006. 
5.5 RQ 4 SOURCES 
5.5.1 QCL Results 
By source type, the largest total number of coded arguments across all 
categories in the QCL over the period 1998-2006 (refer to Appendices D and F) was 
22 (25% of 88 coded arguments) against, from Interest Groups Queensland (IGQ).  
In decreasing order of significance, other totals were:  11 (12.5%) against, from 
Elected Officials or Judges Queensland (OJQ); 10 (11.4%) for, from OJQ; eight 
(9.1%) for, from Elected Officials or Judges National (OJN); seven (8%) for, from 
Interest Groups National (IGN); and six (6.8%) against, from IGN.  Appendix F 
contains year-to-year charts showing coding for each rhetorical direction and 
substance category according to source type.  Figure 5.7 depicts total rhetorical 
direction and substance coding for each source type group. 
In the area of the public policy debate where the most political arguments were 
made in the QCL against maximum immediate tree conservation (20 PIC4 arguments 
coded in the against political category), OJQ sources presented the most arguments 
supported by evidence (eight).  Of the 20 PIC4 arguments coded in the against 
economic category, 12 were from IGQ sources, and four from Government Agency 
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National (GAN) sources.  In other words, state politicians made the most political 
arguments in opposition to the policy, and state-based interest groups made the most 
economic arguments in opposition along similar lines.  As explained in section 5.4.1, 
the majority of these arguments were concerned with technical feasibility. 
Figure 5.8 depicts rhetorical direction and PIC category coding totals for each 
source type.  Comparison of Figures 5.7 and 5.8 indicates these correlations between 
rhetorical direction and substance, source type, and PIC coding.  For example, in 
Figure 5.7, against economic arguments from IGQ sources are clearly the most 
numerous, followed by against political arguments from OJQ sources.  In Figure 5.8, 
IGQ and OJQ sources also dominate arguments against, particularly in the PIC4 
category.  So, again, most economic arguments from IGQ sources and most political 
arguments from OJQ sources opposed to a ban on BSLC were concerned with the 
technical feasibility of the policy.  These trends are similarly visible in the year-to-
year graphs in Appendix F (particularly Figures F1, F2, F5, and F6), in which it is 
also clear that most of the against economic and against political arguments in the 
CM were made in 2003.  However, it must be remembered that one argument could 
be coded more than once for PIC categories.  In Figure 5.8, PIC categories from 
PIC1 through to PIC5 are labelled, respectively:  “Problem”, “Policy”, “Support”, 
“Feasibility”, and “Accountability”. 
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Figure 5.7. Coding for rhetorical direction, rhetorical substance, and source type, 
QCL, 1998-2006. 
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Figure 5.8. Coding for rhetorical direction, policy issue criteria, and source type, 
QCL, 1998-2006. 
Regarding the semblance of a balanced debate on environmental grounds in the 
QCL, it was noted above that these arguments were primarily concerned with 
defining the problem.  It is also interesting to note that the sources of these natural 
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(environmental) arguments were mixed.  In terms of the for natural (environmental) 
case in the QCL, source categories contributed the following numbers of arguments:  
OJQ and OJN source groups, four arguments each; IGN and Science (Conservation) 
National (SCN) source groups, three arguments each; Science (Conservation) 
Queensland (SCQ) sources, two arguments, and a Government Agency Queensland 
(GAQ) source, one.  On the other hand, the against natural (environmental) case was 
made by the following sources:  IGQ, IGN, SCQ and Science (Technical) 
Queensland (STQ) source groups, two arguments each; and OJQ, and (Individual or 
Business National (IBN) sources, one argument each.   
5.5.2 CM Results 
By source type, the largest total number of coded arguments across all 
categories in the CM over the period 1998-2006 (refer to Appendices E and G) was 
32 (23% of 139 coded arguments) for, from OJQ.  In decreasing order of 
significance, other totals were:  25 (18%) for from IGQ; 22 (15.8%) for from IGN; 
13 (9.3%) for from OJN; nine (6.5%) against from Individual or Business 
Queensland (IBQ); seven (5%) for from SCN; seven against from IGQ; six (4.3%) 
for from IBQ; four (2.9%) for from SCQ; and four against from GAN.  Appendix G 
contains year-to-year charts showing coding for each rhetorical direction and 
substance category according to source type.  Figure 5.9 depicts total rhetorical 
direction and substance coding for each source type group. 
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Figure 5.9. Coding for rhetorical direction, rhetorical substance, and source type, 
CM, 1998-2006. 
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Figure 5.10. Coding for rhetorical direction, policy issue criteria, and source type, 
CM, 1998-2006. 
Figure 5.10 depicts rhetorical direction and PIC category coding totals for each 
source type.  In the chart, PIC categories from PIC1 through to PIC5 are labelled, 
respectively:  “Problem”, “Policy”, “Support”, “Feasibility”, and “Accountability”. 
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In the area of the BSLC debate where the most political arguments were made 
in favour of maximum immediate tree conservation (44 PIC5 arguments coded in the 
for political category for the CM), OJQ sources presented the most arguments (13) 
supported by evidence, followed by IGQ (11), IGN (eight), and OJN (eight) sources.  
In other words, state and federal politicians and state and national interest groups 
dominated the debate with for political arguments regarding the establishment of 
accountability for carrying out the solution to the problem, particularly between 2000 
and 2003.  Indeed, these source groups dominated the three largest PIC coding 
categories (PIC5, PIC4, and PIC3) in the for political category, as shown in Figure 
5.10 and Figures G13 and G14 (refer to Appendix G). 
Comparison of Figures 5.9 and 5.10 indicates correlations between rhetorical 
direction and substance, source type, and PIC coding.  For example, in Figure 5.9, 
for political arguments from OJQ sources are clearly the most numerous, followed 
by for political arguments from IGQ sources.  In Figure 5.10, OJQ and IGQ sources 
also dominate arguments for, particularly in the PIC5 category.  So the political 
arguments from OJQ and IGQ sources in favour of a ban on BSLC were primarily 
concerned with accountability. 
5.6 CONCLUSION 
Within the QCL coverage, the total number of coded arguments in the 1998-
2006 period was 88, with 61 (69.3%) against, and 27 (30.7%) for the policy goal of 
maximum immediate reduction of native vegetation clearing.  The case against in the 
QCL was predominantly supported by political arguments, followed by economic 
arguments.  The clearest finding from the PIC results was the fact that the two largest 
categories (against political and against economic) were predominantly concerned 
with technical feasibility, while for natural (environmental) arguments were mainly 
concerned with establishment of an accurate definition of the BSLC problem. 
Within the CM coverage, the total number of coded arguments in the 1998-
2006 period was 139, with 114 (82%) for, and 25 (18%) against maximum 
immediate conservation.  So there was a substantial difference between the rhetorical 
direction of arguments made in the QCL and those made in the CM.  The largest 
direction and substance category of coded arguments in the CM was for political.  
The clearest finding from the PIC results for the CM was the fact that most of the 
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political arguments made in favour of maximum immediate tree conservation were 
concerned with establishment of accountability for carrying out the solution to the 
problem, and the least number was concerned with establishment of an accurate 
definition of the problem. 
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Chapter 6: Discussion and Conclusions 
6.1 INTRODUCTION 
The objectives of this study were:   
 to review literature relevant to analysis of news reporting of public 
policy debates;  
 to collate newspaper content from one Queensland metropolitan daily 
and one Queensland rural industry weekly relevant to the broad-scale 
land-clearing (BSLC) public policy debate;  
 to analyse that content using a system which was theoretically 
supported by reviewed literature;  
 to write a historical account outlining the context of the BSLC public 
policy debate;  
 to report the results of the content analysis; and  
 to discuss the results in terms of the research literature and the policy 
history.   
This chapter begins by briefly outlining how the first five objectives of the 
study have been met in previous chapters (section 6.2).  The sixth objective of the 
present study (i.e., discussion of the results of the content analysis in terms of the 
research literature and the policy history) is dealt with in section 6.3.  Conclusions 
from the discussion of the results of the content analysis are then drawn in section 
6.4. 
6.2 OBJECTIVES OF THE STUDY 
In terms of the first and third objectives, it was determined from the literature 
review that a case study incorporating longitudinal media content analysis of news 
reporting, in combination with a historical analysis of other primary and secondary 
source material, constituted an appropriate research design, for a study of discourse 
on an environmental policy issue.  Media content analysis systems appropriate to 
such discourse were identified from relevant media and policy studies literature, and 
 116 Chapter 6: Discussion and Conclusions 
from them, a system specific to the BSLC public policy debate was derived.  The 
focus was on elements of policy arguments made in newspapers by various 
stakeholders in the BSLC debate, namely:  rhetorical direction; rhetorical substance; 
policy issue criteria (PIC) (derived from policy process theory); and sources. 
In terms of the second and third objectives of the study, a population of content 
from the Queensland Country Life (QCL) and The Courier-Mail (CM) for the period 
1998-2006 was analysed.  The rhetorical substance categories employed analysed the 
extent to which arguments were:  local (domestic) or transboundary (international); 
and economic, natural (environmental), political, or social in character.  Further, PIC 
categories identifying the relevance of arguments to five criteria of effective policy-
making enabled quite detailed quantitative and qualitative analysis, which produced 
significant results.  Reporting of those results in Chapter 5 met the fifth objective. 
In terms of the fourth objective, information obtained through the content 
analysis and from other primary and secondary source material was used to construct 
a historical account of the context of the BSLC public policy debate.  The conclusion 
of Chapter 2 summarised the significance of that history.  In order to meet the sixth 
objective of the study, section 6.3 discusses the results of the content analysis with 
reference to the literature review and the policy history.    
6.3 DISCUSSION OF RESULTS OF THE CONTENT ANALYSIS 
6.3.1 Rhetorical Direction 
In terms of rhetorical direction regarding the policy goal of maximum 
immediate reduction of native vegetation clearing, there was a substantial difference 
between the arguments made in the CM (82 percent for, and 18 percent against), and 
those made in the QCL (69.3 percent against, and 30.7 percent for).  This is a 
significant result amenable to interpretation.  Perhaps the most obvious explanation 
lies in the fact that QCL is a “specialist agricultural media outlet” (Fairfax Media 
2011, 4) and CM is a generalist metropolitan media outlet.  Both newspapers have 
different purposes for their respectively different markets. 
Significantly, in a speech given at the 2006 Property Rights Australia (PRA) 
annual general meeting (AGM) and conference, a journalist who was responsible for 
much of the QCL reporting on the BSLC debate reflected on the QCL’s role in the 
debate, noting that: 
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the greens and even members of the State Labor government used QCL’s 
reports to accuse it of bias and label the paper a branch of the National Party. 
Unfortunately, we became viewed by some as a player in a political battle 
instead of as an independent media. It seemed to me that government 
perception of our alleged political position became more important than the 
facts we presented (Thomson 2006). 
Throughout the period 1998-2006, AgForce, PRA, and National Party sources 
often made calls for “decisions based on the best science and information available 
made in co-operation with those most likely to be affected” (Parnell and Morley 
2003).  For instance, the Queensland Opposition Leader, Lawrence Springborg, said 
that the appropriate level of compensation for a ban on BSLC “could only be 
determined by science, not politics” (Morley and Parnell 2003).  Similarly, the PRA 
Chairman claimed “natural resource management issues should only be decided on 
the best available science, not politics” (Thomson 2003f).  The tendency to invoke 
science as an answer to other principles raised in argument, is noted in the literature 
(see Shanahan, et al. 2008, 125).  However, the number of arguments from scientists 
in the QCL and CM was quite small during the period analysed.   
Unlike Earle’s study, which influenced the design of this research, the study 
did not set out to measure media bias.  As Hansen suggests, concerns about bias, 
balance and objectivity in journalism research are “theoretically limited and circular” 
(cited in Hansen and Cox 2015, 3).  However, bias could be one explanation for the 
difference, in terms of rhetorical direction, between the reporting of arguments in 
CM and QCL articles on BSLC in the period reviewed.  If the difference were due to 
bias, then clearly the inclusion of evidence-based claims in reports is no guarantee of 
journalistic quality. 
6.3.2 Rhetorical Substance 
In terms of the coding categories employed, it became clear during the data 
analysis that the rhetorical substance category for social arguments was not relevant.  
From the CM and QCL samples, only one argument each was coded against social 
(i.e., opposing BSLC controls for social reasons).  One potential explanation would 
be that almost all arguments in the social category lacked supporting evidence. 
The transboundary (international) argument coding category was also largely 
superfluous, despite international dimensions to the BSLC public policy debate in 
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Queensland, such as Australia’s notional Kyoto commitments and the comparison of 
Queensland’s rate of clearing with other nations.  As the Australian government was 
committed to meeting the Kyoto Protocol’s targets (without signing the Protocol), 
and as 90 percent of Australia’s BSLC occurred in Queensland (McKenna 2000d), to 
the extent that the VMA was a means of reducing GHGE, the Act was in part, a 
domestic response to an international problem.   
The overwhelming preponderance of for political arguments in the CM 
coverage, followed by for natural (environmental) and for economic arguments, was 
not unexpected, considering the CM’s overwhelmingly metropolitan readership.  The 
fact that against political and against economic arguments opposed to the policy 
dominated the QCL coverage was also not unexpected, considering the QCL’s rural 
industry readership.  That is to say, the CM had an urban constituency able to 
embrace nature conservation arguments, with none of the pecuniary, business, or 
lifestyle commitments that QCL readers faced to limit such support.  However, the 
extent of the difference between these results for rhetorical direction coding is 
remarkable. 
In terms of natural (environmental) arguments, the fact that the appearance of 
a balanced debate was presented in the QCL, but not in the CM, is possibly either an 
indicator of “false balance” in the QCL, or an indicator that CM journalists obtained 
less routine access to, or had less interest in, sources making environmental 
arguments in opposition to a ban on BSLC.  Yet, on the question of false balance, the 
fact that coding results for sources were mixed in the environmental categories for 
natural and against natural, rather than, for instance, indicating polarised opinion 
among scientists, suggests that the environmental debate in the QCL was by no 
means a “textbook” example of false balance favouring maverick scientists (Dearing 
1995; Boykoff and Boykoff 2004).  It was perhaps a show of somewhat more than 
nominal commitment to a pluralistic approach, admitting diverse views, at least in 
relation to environmental aspects of BSLC policy. 
6.3.3 Policy Issue Criteria 
Coding for the five Policy Issue Criteria (PIC) developed by Howland, et al. 
added another level of detail to the data produced.  Data for each argument was 
progressively refined through coding:  from a simple measure of rhetorical direction, 
i.e., either for or against; to an indicator of rhetorical substance, i.e., whether 
  
Chapter 6: Discussion and Conclusions 119 
economic, natural (environmental), political or social; to an indicator of which of 
five “criteria of effective policy making” were involved in the arguments (Howland, 
et al. 2006, 213).  As suggested in section 3.9, a practical interpretation of the policy 
issue criteria developed by Howland, et al. is that they indicate what policy 
stakeholders (the sources of policy arguments) perceived the current location of a 
debate to be at any time.  Going beyond Howland and colleagues’ original 
explanation, the list of criteria may also be seen as a list of routine tasks, or 
predictable policy framing efforts undertaken by policy stakeholders.  Although this 
study did not focus on framing as such, policy framing seems an appropriate term to 
describe a situation where, by recapitulating earlier arguments over a number of 
years, some stakeholders implicitly suggested that the debate was still at a premature 
stage, while others were making arguments that assumed that the debate had 
progressed somewhat. 
As mentioned in Chapter 5, results for PIC coding only clearly reflected 
conventional policy process stages in the for political category for the CM, and in the 
against political category for the QCL.  In other rhetorical direction and substance 
coding categories for both the CM and QCL, reflection of policy process stages in 
arguments was not as clear.   
Trends reflecting the policy process are evident from the coding sheets for the 
QCL and CM in Appendices D, E, and from graphs produced from coding in 
Appendices F, and G.  These trends may be observed in the fact that in the for 
political category for the CM, and the against political category for the QCL, 
arguments about problem definition (coded PIC1) disappeared from the debate after 
certain points in time in each category.  This shows the way that participants in the 
public policy process may move on at a certain point, taking the debate to another 
stage.  While these results were clear in the period analysed, it is nevertheless 
possible that key stakeholders making political arguments could return to problem 
definition concerns at a later date. 
Among for political arguments in the CM, a rapid progression away from PIC1 
arguments to concerns associated with later stages in the policy process took place in 
the lead-up to the enactment of the VMA in 2000.  In other words, sources making 
political arguments in favour of maximum immediate tree conservation in the CM 
decided that the debate had progressed from the problem definition stage once the 
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VMA was passed.  Indeed, within the for political category for the CM, the largest 
single PIC category coded was PIC5 (establishment of accountability for carrying 
out the solution to the problem), with a large spike in these arguments appearing in 
2000.  The same trend of movement away from PIC1 arguments, particularly 
towards PIC4 (technical feasibility arguments), was reflected in the against political 
category in the QCL, although the turning point came two years later (in the lead-up 
to the enactment of the Natural Resources and Other Legislation Amendment Act 
2003) than the equivalent turning point in the CM. 
Clearly, hostile critique of BSLC regulation was being accommodated in the 
QCL in the period under review.  The fact that the majority of both against economic 
and against political arguments coded were concerned with technical feasibility, 
while a tiny fraction of arguments in those categories were concerned with an 
accurate definition of the problem, would be consistent with a view that the 
readership of the QCL, being dominated by pastoralists, might have little time for 
analytical discussions of the definition of the BSLC problem.  The correlation of 
against economic arguments with IGQ sources and against political arguments with 
OJQ sources in the QCL is discussed in the next section. 
The results for for natural (environmental) arguments in the CM and the QCL 
showed quite a different trend, whereby establishment of an accurate definition of the 
problem was the primary concern, and establishment of accountability for carrying 
out the solution to the problem was the lowest priority.  In the CM, PIC1 (problem 
definition) arguments were made in the for natural (environmental) category 
throughout the period up until January 2005.  On the other hand, results show that 
PIC4 (technical feasibility) arguments were the main concern in the against natural 
(environmental) category in the CM, particularly between 2001 and 2005.   
The coding system and variables employed by this study enabled a very 
detailed analysis of the different arguments presented by stakeholders in the BSLC 
debate, which in some cases highlighted different views of the policy process.  The 
fact that stakeholders were able to make PIC1 arguments (against economic and 
against political) in the QCL and a PIC1 argument (against political) in the CM two 
years after a PIC1 argument last appeared in the for political category in the CM, 
may indicate the difficulty of imposing a strict scheme from policy process theory 
onto historical samples of media debate coverage.  This example draws attention to 
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perhaps inevitable limitations of the theoretical framework. As Adolino and Blake 
(2011, 8) note, the typical five-stage model of the policy-making process is an 
analytical device used by researchers to study public policy issues, and not a literal 
description of the process.   
6.3.4 Sources 
In this study, the overall results for coding of arguments by source type were 
unremarkable.  For instance, it was not surprising that OJQ (Officials or Judges, 
Queensland) sources dominated the debate in the CM, followed in decreasing order 
of influence by IGQ (Interest Groups, Queensland) sources, IGN (Interest Groups, 
National) sources, and OJN (Officials or Judges, National) sources.  Neither was it 
surprising that IGQ sources dominated the debate in the QCL, followed in decreasing 
order of influence, by OJQ sources, OJN sources, and IGN sources.  These findings 
reflect the identity of the CM and QCL as, respectively, an outlet set up for general 
coverage of news for a wide audience, and a far more specialised outlet oriented 
towards the interests of pastoralists and rural communities.  The domination of 
debate by official sources also reflects the fact that “one of the best documented 
findings in news research is that journalists rely heavily on governmental sources” 
(Miller and Reichert 2003, 51; also Bennett 1990; Jones and Wolfe 2010). 
As for IGQ and IGN sources, the idea that journalists rely on interest group 
sources is supported by the Cooper, et al. (2007, 50) study of American state politics 
reporting which found that while interest groups were not the most important sources 
of information for journalists, they were “more important than several other sources, 
including gubernatorial press conferences, legislative floor speeches, other reporters, 
and news releases; approximately as important as rank-and-file legislators and 
minority leaders, and nearly as important as the Internet”.  Further, Lester (2007) 
demonstrates that Anderson’s (1991, 469) characterisation of the increased 
professionalism of environmental groups since the 1970s also applies to Australia. 
The results of this study indicate that, at least for the largest category of 
arguments (against economic) in the QCL coverage of the BSLC debate, IGQ 
sources were the most important for journalists.  Again, this departure from the 
pattern of source coding for the largest argument category (for political) in the CM 
may be explained by the rural industry economic base of the QCL.  Whereas the 
QCL journalist who reflected on the BSLC debate at the 2006 PRA AGM claimed 
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that the paper had been labelled a branch of the National Party by its detractors, the 
results of this study suggest that collectively, the Queensland Farmers Federation, 
AgForce, the Queensland Canegrowers Organisation, and the PRA were more 
influential in the QCL’s reporting of against economic arguments than the National 
Party.  The political interests of those organisations would overlap considerably with 
those of the Queensland National Party (which merged into the Liberal National 
Party in 2008) (QCL Staff Writer 1998a; QCL Staff Writer 1998b; McCosker 1998; 
Thomson 2003f; Thomson 2004c; Thomson 2004n).   
The data shows that in the QCL, the state-based interest groups provided the 
most against economic arguments, while state politicians made the most against 
political arguments.  As was explained in the previous section, both sets of 
arguments were pre-occupied with the technical feasibility of BSLC regulation, and 
most were made after 2002.  In terms of opposition to the government’s policy, these 
findings from the QCL content provide a clear picture of when and where the main 
players directed their rhetorical efforts in relation to the policy process. 
While most for natural (environmental) arguments in the CM were made by 
interest group sources, Queensland politicians and national conservation scientists 
presented most for natural (environmental) arguments in the QCL.  It was not 
unexpected that interest group sources would be primarily concerned with defining 
the BSLC problem in environmental terms to advocate maximum immediate 
conservation.  Yet, evidence-based arguments in favour of increased BSLC 
regulation from interest groups were not presented in the QCL. 
The time difference between the last reported PIC1 argument in the for 
political category in the CM, and the final PIC1 arguments reported (in the against 
political category in the CM and in three categories in the QCL) was discussed in the 
previous section.  Particularly in the case of arguments against, some light may be 
shed on the time difference by the observation that “elites who have been 
unsuccessful in achieving their policy aims continue to advocate for their preferred 
outcomes by altering their framing strategies” (Gruszczynski and Michaels 2012, 
359).  Within the categories where PIC1 arguments wound up in 2003, two PIC1 
arguments against maximum immediate tree conservation (an against political 
argument in the CM and an against economic argument in the QCL), were made by 
graziers with properties of at least 11,000 hectares in size, and a third PIC1 argument 
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against (an against political argument in the QCL) was from the shadow natural 
resources minister in parliament (Gearing 2003; McCosker 2003; Thomson 2003g).  
So, arguably, the term “elite” (as used by Gruszczynski and Michaels) applied to the 
sources of this set of arguments. 
6.4 CONCLUSIONS FROM DISCUSSION OF RESULTS OF THE 
CONTENT ANALYSIS 
The aim of the present study was to map the landscape of the public policy 
debate around BSLC in Queensland newspapers.  To a large extent, this has been 
achieved through interpretation of the results of the newspaper content analysis with 
reference to the historical policy and political context.  In terms of the classic 
question of communication theory (“Who says what, to whom, in which channel, and 
with what effect?”), the data produced in this study certainly highlights which 
sources made evidence-based claims about BSLC policy for the consideration of 
readers of two Queensland newspapers in the period 1998-2006.  In particular, the 
various year-to-year charts presented in Appendices F and G highlight the “who” 
factor in the coding results for each rhetorical direction, rhetorical substance, and 
policy issue criteria category. 
As for the effect of that communication via the CM and the QCL in Queensland 
during in the period 1998-2006, to the extent that events or policy changes occurred 
as a result of the reading of news reports, an effect might be inferred.  Since BSLC in 
Queensland is a live issue at the time of writing in late 2015 (Mitchell, 2015; Phelps 
2015; Taylor 2015), it is likely that audience research based on current media 
coverage of the issue will be feasible for some time to come, and this study might be 
of some assistance in the design of such research. 
The Howland, et al. (2006) coding system employed in this study, augmented 
by the source coding categories developed by Shanahan, et al. (2008), has been 
demonstrated to be rigorous.  It is however, labour-intensive, and time-consuming.  
Derived from Howland, et al., the research questions focusing on rhetorical direction, 
rhetorical substance, and sources are applicable to media content about 
environmental policy at all stages of the policy process.  The research question 
focusing on policy issue criteria was useful for the period of the BSLC debate 
examined here, but studies of longer periods of policy discourse (i.e., later stages of 
the policy process) could require the operationalisation of more policy issue criteria.   
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The focus of the content analysis on the rhetorical direction, rhetorical 
substance, policy issue criteria, and sources of arguments resulted in quite a detailed 
evidence base, from which the most significant findings have been outlined.  The 
strategic definition of argument employed, whereby only arguments supported by 
data were coded, generated (as a by-product) a good collection of evidence as 
presented by stakeholders to support claims attributed to them in the public policy 
debate over BSLC.  In turn, this collection of data provided a sound foundation for a 
historical narrative account.   
For journalists, addressing the “how” and “why” questions of “the canonical 
‘five Ws and an H’ of good journalistic practice” necessarily involves explaining 
events in the present by showing their connections to historical events and “seating 
facts” in context (Scheuer 2008, 46-47, 90).  Just as journalists may draw on files of 
archived articles on specific topics within their own organisations, when “journalistic 
accounts recede over time, they become part of history itself, and an archive for 
future historians” (Scheuer, 90).   
The journalistic product is also useful to researchers specifically interested in 
understanding what has taken place in a policy-making process.  Whereas attention-
grabbing quotes may be privileged in journalism’s first draft of history, arguments 
based on evidence are clearly of great value to the researcher seeking to understand a 
public policy issue in hindsight.  Indeed, the usefulness of journalism to scholarship 
and as a source of historical knowledge would increase if the process of “seating the 
facts” in context was subject to more systematic quality control, or at least conducted 
with the needs of future scholars kept in mind (!). 
Key moments in the history of a public policy debate should be reported by at 
least one media outlet, and in some instances, media reporting of such moments is 
what makes them so important.  Whether historians discover such moments by 
means of media content analysis, or through interviews with stakeholders, or from 
other sources, they ought to be sensitive to those turning points.  Policy document 
leaks are good examples; another is the well-timed release of a research report.  But 
an illuminating interview with a stakeholder at the coalface of an issue, or even a 
single, particularly compelling image illustrating the seriousness of a problem in the 
real world, may also be very influential in a political context.  As an example of the 
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latter, the headline-making image of a toddler from a refugee boat who drowned off 
the coast of Turkey would be a case in point (Economist Staff Writer 2015). 
This study also supports observations that some participants in a contest over 
new policy will not necessarily accept:  a) definitions of a problem; b) proposed 
policy solutions; c) matters of detail or technical application; or d) the enactment and 
implementation of legislation.  Such intransigence appears to reflect an expectation 
on the part of some stakeholders that the policy process (or cycle) may always be 
recommenced at some stage.   
For instance, evidence of the effectiveness of the VMA was clear in the 
reduction of the annual average rate of clearing by 50 percent, (admittedly after 
nearly a year of panic clearing), following the proclamation of the Act in September 
2000 (Department of Natural Resources and Mines, Queensland 2003, 5) – though it 
was not to last.  This can be seen in Figure 1.1 (section 1.3). As depicted, clearing 
averaged around 500,000 ha/year until the 2003 moratorium, before commencing a 
sharp four-year decline.  While the present study runs up to the end of 2006, when 
broad-scale land-clearing of remnant vegetation was banned, clearing was to fall 
under successive policies of the Beattie and Bligh governments to a historic low of 
78,000 ha in 2009-10 (Taylor 2015, 11).  Subsequent amendments to the Act indicate 
a persistence of contestation, with differences of opinion and shifts in the balance of 
political forces recurring over time.  
The success or failure of attempts to wind the policy clock back may depend on 
many factors, including changes in public awareness and public opinion about an 
issue over time, and/or collective (or public, or social) memory (Park 2006, 229-232; 
Schudson 2014, 85; Zelizer 2014, 42-46).  For instance, the fact that a large 
repository of collective memory dating back to 1999 (in the form of hundreds of 
news articles on various rural issues – including BSLC in Queensland – previously 
available via the QCL online news archive) was recently removed from online public 
access, may have implications for future retrogressive clock-winding attempts in 
public policy.  
This study’s findings might be relevant to the design of research comparing 
journalistic production of news about an issue (or a set of issues) across media 
outlets and markets in a given time period.  While it is a content-oriented (as opposed 
to production-oriented) case study, the research presented here confirms something 
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substantial about the way that different media outlets will serve their particular 
markets, while also observing shared journalistic protocols, such as establishing facts 
(as their core stock-in-trade), or privileging certain flashes of rhetoric (also as their 
stock-in-trade).  In this sense, journalists might be seen less as independent, objective 
researchers, and more as dramatists drawing on real life relations within the 
community.   
It is also evident that the present study has helped to highlight the way policy 
arguments are reported by journalists.  Although this study indicates that the 
inclusion of evidence-based claims in news reports does not appear to be an effective 
bulwark against bias, nevertheless, provision of evidence in support of arguments is 
regarded as a valid criterion of quality in journalism.  In this regard, perhaps Cohn 
(2006, 193) provides the most useful advice when he suggests that journalists might 
more often ask the question of their sources:  “How do you know?” 
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Appendix A 
List of Coded Articles, Queensland Country Life (QCL) 
The following page contains a list of 76 articles published in QCL during the 
period 1 January 1998 to 31 December 2006.  These 76 articles were selected for 
coding of claims supported by evidence and the sources associated with the claims, 
from a set of 386 articles which was considered to be relevant.  In turn, the 386 
relevant articles were selected from a larger set of articles generated from a search of 
the news archive section of the QCL website on 16 July 2014, and from a manual 
search of microform at the State Library of Queensland.  The website news archive 
search was performed using the following URL (which became inactive when the 
news archive section of the QCL website was taken offline in September 2015): 
[http://www.queenslandcountrylife.com.au/newssearch.aspx?cmd=run&q=%2
2vegetation+management%22+%22tree-
clearing%22+%22landcover%22+%22native+vegetation%22+%22land-
clearing%22&au=&sb=displaydate&so=asc&sa=True&es=18%2f06%2f1999&ee=1
6%2f07%2f2014] 
Columns in the following spreadsheet document are named according to the 
rhetorical direction and substance coding categories used in this study:  AE (Against 
Economic); AN (Against Natural); AP (Against Political); AS (Against Social); FE 
(For Economic); FN (For Natural); FP (For Political); and FS (For Social). 
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Figure A1. List of coded articles, QCL, 1998-2006. 
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Appendix B 
List of Coded Articles, The Courier-Mail (CM) 
The following two pages contain a list of 118 articles published in CM during 
the period 1 January 1998 to 31 December 2006.  These were selected for coding (of 
claims supported by evidence and the sources associated with the claims) from a set 
of 408 articles which was considered to be relevant.  In turn, the 408 relevant articles 
were selected from a larger set of 1,045 articles generated from a search of the 
Factiva database for the period using the following search string:  [rst=coumai and 
native vegetation or (vegetation management) or (landcover) or (tree-clearing) or 
(land-clearing)]. 
Columns in the following spreadsheet document are named according to the 
rhetorical direction and substance coding categories used in this study:  AE (Against 
Economic); AN (Against Natural); AP (Against Political); AS (Against Social); FE 
(For Economic); FN (For Natural); FP (For Political); and FS (For Social). 
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Figure B1. List of coded articles, CM, 1998-2006. 
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Appendix C  
Example of Coding from The Courier-Mail (CM) 
The following page contains an example of a CM article which was marked up 
using Adobe Acrobat Pro.  The article was selected from the results of the Factiva 
search outlined in Appendix B.  The Factiva document number is: 
coumai0020010903dvbto08wr. 
The argument (or claim) in this article was coded twice:  once as FNT (For, 
Natural, Transboundary); and once as FPL (For, Political, Local).  The example 
provided shows the former coding.  The source, claim, and data are highlighted, and 
the data is also underlined. 
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Figure C1. Example of coded article. 
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Appendix D 
Coding sheets, Queensland Country Life (QCL) 
The following seven pages present coding sheets for each category of 
rhetorical direction and rhetorical substance for the QCL, apart from FS (For, Social), 
for which no arguments were coded.  PIC categories and sources of arguments are 
also included, alongside the titles of articles in each category (listed in chronological 
order of publication).  Keys to rhetorical direction and rhetorical substance and 
policy issue criteria codes are included in each coding sheet.  The complete list of 
codes employed for source types is as follows: 
 
 Interest Group Queensland (IGQ) 
 Interest Group National  (IGN) 
 Interest Group International (IGI) 
 Elected official or Judge Queensland (OJQ) 
 Elected official or Judge National (OJN) 
 Government Agency Queensland (GAQ) 
 Government Agency National (GAN) 
 Science (Conservation) Queensland  (SCQ) 
 Science (Conservation) National  (SCN) 
 Science (Technical) Queensland  (STQ) 
 Science (Technical) National (STN) 
 Individual or Business Queensland (IBQ) 
 Individual or Business National (IBN) 
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Figure D1. Coding for economic arguments against maximum immediate 
conservation (AE), QCL, 1998-2006. 
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Figure D2. Coding for environmental arguments against maximum immediate 
conservation (AN), QCL, 1998-2006. 
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Figure D3. Coding for political arguments against maximum immediate conservation 
(AP), QCL, 1998-2006. 
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Figure D4. Coding for social arguments against maximum immediate conservation 
(AS), QCL, 1998-2006. 
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Figure D5. Coding for economic arguments in favour of maximum immediate 
conservation (FE), QCL, 1998-2006. 
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Figure D6. Coding for environmental arguments in favour of maximum immediate 
conservation (FN), QCL, 1998-2006. 
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Figure D7. Coding for political arguments in favour of maximum immediate 
conservation (FP), QCL, 1998-2006. 
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Appendix E 
Coding Sheets, The Courier-Mail (CM) 
The following nine pages present coding sheets for each category of rhetorical 
direction and rhetorical substance for the CM, apart from FS (For, Social), for which 
no arguments were coded.  PIC categories and sources of arguments are also 
included, alongside the titles of articles in each category (listed in chronological 
order of publication).  Keys to rhetorical direction and rhetorical substance and 
policy issue criteria codes are included in each coding sheet.  The complete list of 
codes employed for source types is as follows: 
 
 Interest Group Queensland (IGQ) 
 Interest Group National  (IGN) 
 Interest Group International (IGI) 
 Elected official or Judge Queensland (OJQ) 
 Elected official or Judge National (OJN) 
 Government Agency Queensland (GAQ) 
 Government Agency National (GAN) 
 Science (Conservation) Queensland  (SCQ) 
 Science (Conservation) National  (SCN) 
 Science (Technical) Queensland  (STQ) 
 Science (Technical) National (STN) 
 Individual or Business Queensland (IBQ) 
 Individual or Business National (IBN) 
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Figure E1. Coding for economic arguments against maximum immediate 
conservation (AE), CM, 1998-2006. 
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Figure E2. Coding for environmental arguments against maximum immediate 
conservation (AN), CM, 1998-2006. 
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Figure E3. Coding for political arguments against maximum immediate conservation 
(AP), CM, 1998-2006. 
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Figure E4. Coding for social arguments against maximum immediate conservation 
(AS), CM, 1998-2006. 
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Figure E5. Coding for economic arguments in favour of maximum immediate 
conservation (FE), CM, 1998-2006. 
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Figure E6. Coding for environmental arguments in favour of maximum immediate 
conservation (FN), CM, 1998-2006. 
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Figure E7. Coding for political arguments in favour of maximum immediate 
conservation (FP), CM, 1998-2006. 
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Appendix F 
Coding for Rhetorical Direction and Substance of Arguments by Policy Issue 
Criteria and Source Categories, Queensland Country Life (QCL), 1998-2006. 
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Figure F1. Coding for policy issue criteria in economic arguments against maximum 
immediate conservation (AE), QCL, 1998-2006. 
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Figure F2. Coding for source categories in economic arguments against maximum 
immediate conservation (AE), QCL, 1998-2006. 
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Figure F3. Coding for policy issue criteria in natural (environmental) arguments 
against maximum immediate conservation (AN), QCL, 1998-2006. 
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Figure F4. Coding for source categories in natural (environmental) arguments 
against maximum immediate conservation (AN), QCL, 1998-2006. 
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Figure F5. Coding for policy issue criteria in political arguments against maximum 
immediate conservation (AP), QCL, 1998-2006. 
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Figure F6. Coding for source categories in political arguments against maximum 
immediate conservation (AP), QCL, 1998-2006. 
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Figure F7. Coding for policy issue criteria in social arguments against maximum 
immediate conservation (AS), QCL, 1998-2006. 
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Figure F8. Coding for source categories in social arguments against maximum 
immediate conservation (AS), QCL, 1998-2006. 
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Figure F9. Coding for policy issue criteria in economic arguments in favour of 
maximum immediate conservation (FE), QCL, 1998-2006. 
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Figure F10. Coding for source categories in economic arguments in favour of 
maximum immediate conservation (FE), QCL, 1998-2006. 
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Figure F11. Coding for policy issue criteria in natural (environmental) arguments in 
favour of maximum immediate conservation (FN), QCL, 1998-2006. 
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Figure F12. Coding for source categories in natural (environmental) arguments in 
favour of maximum immediate conservation (FN), QCL, 1998-2006. 
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Figure F13. Coding for policy issue criteria in political arguments in favour of 
maximum immediate conservation (FP), QCL, 1998-2006. 
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Figure F14. Coding for source categories in political arguments in favour of 
maximum immediate conservation (FP), QCL, 1998-2006. 
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Appendix G 
Coding for Rhetorical Direction and Substance of Arguments by Policy Issue 
Criteria and Source Categories, The Courier-Mail (CM), 1998-2006. 
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Figure G1. Coding for policy issue criteria in economic arguments against maximum 
immediate conservation (AE), CM, 1998-2006. 
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Figure G2. Coding for source categories in economic arguments against maximum 
immediate conservation (AE), CM, 1998-2006. 
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Figure G3. Coding for policy issue criteria in natural (environmental) arguments 
against maximum immediate conservation (AN), CM, 1998-2006. 
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Figure G4. Coding for source categories in natural (environmental) arguments 
against maximum immediate conservation (AN), CM, 1998-2006. 
1998
1999
2000
2001
2002
2003
2004
2005
2006
0
2
4
6
8
10
Pr
ob
le
m
Po
lic
y
Su
pp
or
t
Fe
as
ib
ili
ty
Ac
co
un
ta
bi
lit
y
Ar
gu
m
en
ts
 A
P
Policy Issue Criteria
 
Figure G5. Coding for policy issue criteria in political arguments against maximum 
immediate conservation (AP), CM, 1998-2006. 
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Figure G6. Coding for source categories in political arguments against maximum 
immediate conservation (AP), CM, 1998-2006. 
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Figure G7. Coding for policy issue criteria in social arguments against maximum 
immediate conservation (AS), CM, 1998-2006. 
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Figure G8. Coding for source categories in social arguments against maximum 
immediate conservation (AS), CM, 1998-2006. 
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Figure G9. Coding for policy issue criteria in economic arguments in favour of 
maximum immediate conservation (FE), CM, 1998-2006. 
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Figure G10. Coding for source categories in economic arguments in favour of 
maximum immediate conservation (FE), CM, 1998-2006. 
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Figure G11. Coding for policy issue criteria in natural (environmental) arguments in 
favour of maximum immediate conservation (FN), CM, 1998-2006. 
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Figure G12. Coding for source categories in natural (environmental) arguments in 
favour of maximum immediate conservation (FN), CM, 1998-2006. 
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Figure G13. Coding for policy issue criteria in political arguments in favour of 
maximum immediate conservation (FP), CM, 1998-2006. 
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Figure G14. Coding for source categories in political arguments in favour of 
maximum immediate conservation (FP), CM, 1998-2006. 
 
